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ABSTRACT
LITERACY PRACTICES, PERSONHOOD, AND
STUDENTS AS RESEARCHERS OF THEIR OWN COMMUNITIES
SEPTEMBER 1994
ANN EGAN-ROBERTSON,
B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
M.ED., AMERICAN INTERNATIONAL COLLEGE
ED.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor David Bloome

This dissertation reports findings from a sociolinguistic ethnography that
examined relationships between literacy practices and personhood.
The study involved the formulation of a writing club at an urban middle
school, involving a multiracial group of women from the lowest academic track; two
were described as special education students. They researched and wrote about their
communities, investigating questions of personal concern about issues of racism and
sexism. Students interviewed community members, including artists, organizers,
neighbors, and peers. Students wrote up and published their findings.
I collected data on the writing project, including forty-five hours of taped data.
Analysis involved thematic and textual analyses of the students’ written artifacts, and
microanalysis of videotaped events. A microethnographic analysis examined
sociolinguistic processes that research suggested are important. Attention was paid to
the social construction of intertextuality during writing activities.
The findings show that the nature of literacy practices and personhood is such
that they are continuously and inherently constructed within particular fields of
intertextual semantic potentials. These intertextual potentials are described along five
dimensions: 1) ways students’ definitions of personhood changed over the course of
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the project, 2) strategies students, community members, and myself used to position
students, 3) how the project’s structure positioned students, 4) community literacy
practices and how they positioned people, 5) how students used community literacy
practices to position themselves and others.
The students’ definitions of personhood changed. The established field of
intertextual semantic potentials was influenced by changes in literacy practices that led
to changes in the students’ definitions of writing, their views about themselves and life
in the community. Literacy practices established in the writing project built on ones
students encountered as they researched their communities. Community members
shared ways of acting for social justice, including the importance of reclaiming
cultural heritage, learning history from the community’s perspective, analyzing
multiple forms of oppression. Students’ ethnographic research helped them reflect on
their communities by enhancing their understanding of the cultural dynamics in which
they live. Students re-created methods and theoretical frameworks to address the issue
of personhood as students, as community members, and as ethnographers of their own
communities.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND FOCUS OF THE STUDY

Introduction
This dissertation is about literacy and personhood: how various literacy practices
promote particular definitions of personhood. The study focused on literacy practices that
emerged from a students-as-ethnographers writing project at an urban K-8 school, and on
how these literacy practices promoted a different set of definitions of personhood for the
students involved.
In part, the study emerged out of my experiences as an educator in urban settings.
These experiences suggested to me that the literacy practices which students engage in at
school are often limited and thus the definitions of personhood available to them in school
are also limited. Being a founding member of a two-language, multicultural magnet
middle school for the arts provided me with experiences which suggested that different
literacy practices in school can open up positions, identities, and meanings available in the
students’ communities. These experiences provided a basis for my theorizing about
relationships between literacy practices and personhood and influenced the design and
interpretation of the data.
In the academic year 1992-1993,1 formed a writing club with a small group of
eighth-grade young women who were interested in researching and writing about their
communities. After looking at the work of student ethnographers elsewhere in the
country, each student decided on a different project. The group also took on a collective
question, asking who was researching and writing about the community, how they went
about it and why they were doing it. The students interviewed community members,
including cultural workers, family members, neighbors, youth group leaders, and peers.
The students wrote up their findings and published them in a book. Life As Teenagers in
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the Nineties: Growing Up in Riverside. (1993). I collected data on what the students
wrote, the conversations that took place in the writing club, and the interviews they
conducted. Using various techniques from sociolinguistic ethnography, I analyzed key
segments of the data to identify places where literacy practices promote key definitions of
personhood.

The Research Problem
The goal of this study, as mentioned in the introduction, is to develop theoretical
constructs about relationships between literacy practices and personhood and in particular
how certain literacy practices promote certain personhoods. Whenever people engage in
literacy practices they are involved in building relationships of various kinds. For
example, whenever people use written language, they are identifying themselves as
authors, readers, and audiences. Every set of literacy practices has a set of positions that
people take up. To engage in a literacy practice is to take up these roles.
While this is well known, and discussed in Chapter 2, there has been little
theorizing about how literacy practices reflect and promote particular definitions of
personhood. That is, while many literacy theorists acknowledge that any literacy practice
requires particular definitions of the players involved, there are few studies that extend to
the development of concepts of personhood. The research problem in this study,
therefore, is to explain the ways in which literacy practices are implicated in promoting
particular definitions of personhood. In particular, the research problem focuses on
personhoods promoted in literacy practices in school.1
The research problem is based on two assumptions: that school literacy practices
affect a student’s personhood, and that alienation is an aspect of personhood. Over the

1 There is an important distinction to be made between the phrases literacy practices in school and school
literacy practices. The former suggests a geographical location. The latter suggests literacy practices
associated with school practices.
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past two decades, numerous studies of classroom discourse and literacy practices have
shown that students may become alienated when their community’s ways of knowing,
using language, and problem-solving are ignored in school. While many adolescents of
all backgrounds become alienated, alienation is one explanation for high dropout rates
among students of color (Fine, 1991; Trueba, 1987). Alienation is an aspect of
personhood for many adolescents. Alienation means that a person is treated like a
stranger, and comes to feel like a stranger. Some effects of alienation include disciplinary
problems, poor motivation and poor self-concept among students. Young adolescents
often seem to be alienated from their families and communities as well. As students enter
adolescence, they may feel pressure to choose between affinity with the school or with
their community (Robinson, 1990; Sinclair and Ghory, 1987; Trueba, 1988).
When adolescents feel like strangers in school, we can call that alienation from
schooling. When adolescents feel like strangers at home or in the community, we can call
that alienation from the family or from the community, respectively. When an adolescent
views self as a stranger to her or himself, we can call that self-alienation. Alienation can
occur when students* definitions of personhood are at odds with the social realities
students confront.
I begin this section by defining personhood. This discussion provides necessary
background to the research problem and research questions discussed later.

EgrjaoniiQfid
The concept of personhood refers to how a culture or subculture (such as a
school) defines a person and what attributes it associates with a person (Kondo, 1990;
Steady, 1987). Personhood includes the ways of acting, feeling, and thinking which
constitute and position people’s identities in relation to one another. Aspects of
personhood, such as social roles, relationships, meanings for and ways of
communicating, are established through everyday interactions and are located within
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historical and institutionalized contexts and narratives (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1989;
Street, forthcoming; West, 1993). This heuristic division of personhood into social,
political, cultural, and personal identities, positions, and meanings helps in formulating
and reformulating the research questions which are discussed in the next section.
Within the United States, generally speaking, personhood involves a range of
multi-layered dimensions, such as self, individual, racial group, gender, age, and
economic class, which are in dynamic interaction. These dimensions of personhood are
not fixed, static, or inherent. Rather, they are social constructions, part of the social
realities that people in the United States and elsewhere are bom into and must deal with.
Cross-cultural research indicates that dimensions of personhood vary substantially
across social contexts. For example, the Western view of the self as a bounded,
ontological unit contrasts markedly with views of the self as essentially interconnected to
others found among the Bali by Geertz (1976), the Illongot by Rosaldo (1981), African
women across the diaspora by Steady (1981), and American Indians by Basso (1989)
and Locust (1988). The view of the individual as a distinct social and political entity
which prevails in public discourse in the United States (Carbaugh, 1992) differs
fundamentally from African and American Indian views of a distributed and shared
existence. Steady (1981) writes that there is overlap between the public and private
spheres across African cultural groups.
Each cultural set of beliefs about personhood is accompanied by a set of values
which are structured in economic and other arenas of group life. Steady (1981) contrasts
widespread Western values of accumulation, competition, and individual achievement
with the African emphasis on communal distribution of goods, cooperation, and
collective accomplishment. Cultural assumptions, beliefs, meanings, and values provide
guidelines for acting, thinking, feeling, and communicating to teachers and students as
they socially position and define themselves during school writing and literacy activities
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and events (Street, forthcoming). However, dimensions of personhood are not static and
are often sites of conflict For example, Abi-Nader (1990) discusses the stress created for
Latino adolescents who feel forced to choose between African- and American Indiancentered values of home and community and European American values of school.
Race is a prominent aspect of personhood in the United States. All young people
growing up in our society must confront the terrible legacy we all inherit as United States
citizens: the genocide of one people, the enslavement of another, and the apartheid of
societal institutions. A contemporary manifestation of the struggle for personhood is
documented by Flores (1993), and Rodriguez (1989). They describe a pattern among
Caribbean people of African descent who began identifying themselves as Black after a
period of living in the United States. This new identity emerged in response to personal
experiences with racism and was viewed as signaling solidarity with other people of
color. Rodriguez notes that the inadequacy of census categories on school forms can
create enormous strife for multiracial students whose rich cultural diversity cannot be
conveyed through such a system of classification.
This example of a particular school literacy practice, one which recurs throughout
a student’s school life, depicts how cultural ways of categorizing social relationships
position people and may result in an adolescent feeling like a stranger (an alien) in school,
a place where one expects students to feel at ease.
Research Problem
In general, the research problem is to develop theoretical constructs about the
relationships between literacy and personhood. In particular, attention is focused on how
personhood and alienation are addressed in the construction of school literacy practices.
The research problem calls for the generation of grounded theoretical constructs about the
social construction of school literacy practices and the social construction of personhood
in order to better understand student alienation and how it might be countered.
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One way teachers and researchers have addressed the educational problem of
alienation from schooling among adolescents is through developing writing programs that
engage students as ethnographers of their own communities (e.g., Bloome and Curry,
forthcoming; Heath, 1983; Heath and Branscombe, 1985; Maybin, forthcoming; Moll
and Diaz, 1987; Montero-Sieburth, forthcoming; Robinson and Stock, 1990; Schaafsma,
1993, forthcoming; Walsh, 1991). These studies have been received with much interest
within the field. Over the past several years, middle-school-aged ethnographers have
presented their research at the University of Pennsylvania Ethnography Conference, at the
Conference of the National Association of Bilingual Education, and at the University of
Massachusetts Qualitative and Ethnographic Research in Education Conference (Mercado,
Torres, and students, 1991, 1992 and 1993, respectively). Another group of high school
students wrote ‘thick descriptions’ of what it is like to grow up in Saginaw, Michigan.
Their book. The Bridge (1988), is used as a text in college composition and teacher
education courses (see Stock and Robinson, 1990). Other books influenced by the
University of Michigan Center for Educational Improvement Through Collaboration
include Reflections: Expressions From Inner City Detroit (1990) and Murals (1988). In
a third instance, The Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group (1992) included students
as authors in some of their academic writings.
While these past studies indicate that engaging students as ethnographers of their
own community changed relationships between school literacy activities and the social
construction of personhood, these studies were not designed explicitly to study
relationships between literacy practices and personhood2. This study builds on the
findings from these earlier studies.

2However, Robinson (1990), whose collaborative work with colleagues from The University of
Michigan and the Saginaw Public Schools, provides a Geertzian study of personhood from the standpoint
of identity and assessment.
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The Research Questions
The following research questions build on the previously discussed heuristic
division of personhood into social, political, cultural, and personal dimensions. The
research questions in this study are not hypotheses to be proven but guides to the study.
Part of the study involves understanding better what it means to ask these questions in
general and in particular circumstances. The research questions listed below examine
literacy and personhood from the standpoints of roles, social relationships, and power
relationships. The first question is stated in broad terms. Subsequent research questions
are refinements, varying according to the standpoints just listed. The research questions
are:
• How do school literacy practices influence the construction of
personhood for adolescents?
How are gender and racial group identities, as overlapping and particular dimensions of
personhood, interactionally established through the social construction of specific literacy
practices?
• How do the role relationships that are established in literacy practices in
school influence the social construction of personhood for adolescents?
The role relationships investigated include the social positions and meanings assigned to
being a teacher, student, reader, writer, and researcher within the writing club.
• How do the social relationships that are established in literacy practices
in school influence the social construction of personhood?
The social relationships investigated include the ways teachers and students use literacy to
structure social relationships. The social relationships established through literacy
practices might include those of friend, foe, ally, collaborator, peer, etc.
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• How do the power relationships that are established in school literacy
practices influence the social construction of personhood, particularly with
concern to alienation?
Literacy practices always serve political agendas; that is, they are always embedded with
ideas of power (Street, 1990). In response to Street’s call for studies of literacy practices
and personhood, I examine, in a specific setting, questions he has raised about the
tensions within literacy practices for constructing a particular kind of person. I investigate
how authority is established and where it is located, definitions of and assumptions about
writing and literacy, who counts as sources of knowledge and what counts as
knowledge.
The research questions are applied to a particular group of four eighth-grade
women students assigned to the lowest academic track, two of whom were described as
special education students. The group reflects the cultural and linguistic diversity of the
community in which the school is located. Each is from a working class family.

Theoretical Framework
Recent research on students as ethnographers of their own communities has
suggested that the personhood constructed in this kind of literacy program differs from
that promoted in traditional literacy programs. While the number of these studies has been
small, the findings suggest that altering the underlying assumptions and attitudes
embedded within classroom instructional conversations can significantly enhance the
educational opportunities and possibilities for some students (see Chapter 2).
The theoretical framework for this study borrows from recent theory in
sociolinguistic ethnography. I build off the work of sociolinguistic ethnographers such as
Basso (1974, 1988), Bloome (1989) and his colleagues (Bloome and Bailey, 1992;
Bloome and Egan-Robertson, 1993; Solsken and Bloome, 1992), Cazden (1988), Foster
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(1989), Green and Wallatt (1981), Gumperz (1986), Heath (1982,1983), Hymes (1974,
1981a), Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1989), Street (1984, 1990; forthcoming) and Tannen
(specifically the theoretical discussion in Talking Voices, 1989). I do not discuss
theoretical constructs from sociolinguistic ethnography in this section as those are widely
known and are discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation. This study adapts
Street’s model for the examination of the construction of personhood and literacy
practices to a specific social context by using Bloome’s and my work on intertextuality as
a methodological tool.
The work of Steady (1981,1987), a social anthropologist, helped me look for
themes in the corpus of data. Steady (1981,1987) describes African and AfricanAmerican feminist scholarship as committed to: (a) the cross-cultural study of personhood
from the standpoint of Black womanhood, (b) a recognition of race as the most salient
dimension of personhood on which systems of penalty and privilege are based, (c) an
analysis of how social, political, economic, and historical human relationships are
structured, (d) a cultivation of values shared across African cultures, (e) a commitment to
an elimination of human oppression, and (f) the use of (auto)biographical experiences as
the basis for theorizing about social and political life.
Personhood. Alienation, and School Literacy Practices
Personhood. Personhood is preferable to the concept of identity in my research
because my concerns regard shared cultural notions about the concepts of person and
people, rather than the dynamics of individual identity. This anthropological and crosscultural concept emphasizes that a person is defined, in large part, by how people
perceive who that person is. Dimensions of personhood are in constant negotiation and
vary across situations, across people, across cultures, and across subcultures
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1989). For example, in Western culture we often define
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personhood as involving a self, as being an individual, as being gendered, as being either
an adult or a child, as being of an economic class; and as a being of a racial group
(Carbaugh, 1992; Carby, 1987; DuBois, 1969; Galwatney, 1981; Geertz, 1976; Kondo,
1990; Street, 1990; forthcoming).
Alienation. Alienation is an aspect of personhood. I am defining alienation as
feeling like or being treated as a stranger (an alien) in a situation in which one should not
or would not expect to have that feeling and/or be treated that way. Even if one is treated
nicely one can be alienated. One can be treated as a welcome stranger or one can be
treated as an unwelcome stranger and even encouraged to leave. In some cultures and
subcultures, strangers are not considered “people”, strangers are by definition in some
cultures and subcultures denied personhood entirely.
In the overwhelming majority of classrooms in the United States, a student is not
only defined as a gendered child or adolescent of a particular race, ethnic background,
and language group(s), but as a member of a particular reading group, and often as part
of an academic track. These ways of defining people in mainstream U.S. schools often
create a system of competitive stratification and status positions. Assessment, comparing
an individual’s performance to that of others and particularly to national achievement
norms, is a key literacy practice central to how role, social, and power relationships are
structured in U.S. schools (Borko and Eisenhart, 1989; Robinson, 1990). Young people
form feelings, beliefs, roles, and relationships, in part, through the way written material
is used to organize activity in classrooms. The established purposes for using literacy, the
chosen texts, the content encoded in written texts, and the interpretations built on them
also contribute to the construction of a personhood for adolescents, and especially to a
student’s sense of affiliation and alienation.
Literacy Practices in School. The phrase school literacy practices typically refers
to instructional reading and writing activities, such as reading group activities, silent
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reading time, and seatwork, which are widely used in and are similar across traditional
classrooms. While this is one set of literacy practices that occur in school, it is not the
only set. There is a broad range of additional literacy practices among adolescents,
including passing notes, writing and reading friendship letters and adolescent love letters,
poetry writing, and practices associated with specialized interests such as Dungeons and
Dragons. There are literacy practices associated with sports activities, such as
scorekeeping, accounts of athletic events, and card collections.
There are literacy practices in school that structure interactions on a macro level.
The literacy practice of identifying one’s racial identity for census purposes and
achievement tests was discussed earlier in this chapter. These literacy practices are major
ways of structuring activity within schools. Classes are composed to reflect racial
demographics in schools where tracking is not used. Achievement tests provide the key
instrument for comprising class membership in schools where tracking is in place, often
resulting in racial and linguistic imbalance across tracks with the highest track being
majority white and monolingual and the lowest track consisting mostly of students of
color and bilingual students.
There are, of course, innovative literacy practices in school that may look different
from the widely-used ones mentioned above, such as cross-grade reading buddies,
journal writing, and writing workshops. Some may even look strange, such as surfing on
a computer Internet superhighway or creating hypertexts on CD Rom.
Because of the variety of literacy practices in schools, I have chosen to make a
heuristic division between literacy practices in school and school literacy practices.
School literacy practices in this study refer to traditional teacher-directed instructional
activities based on the autonomous model of literacy (described in Chapter 2). Although
the literacy activities and practices that occurred in writing club, which are the primary

focus of this study, differed from traditional school literacy practices, both took place in
school and were of educational intent.
Literacy activity in this project consisted primarily of writing in a number of non¬
fiction expository prose genres, specifically ethnographic reports and narratives. It also
mvolved students’ conversations with community members. The term literacy practices is
intended to carry with it a sense that patterns of interaction around written texts are related
to other systems of social and cultural life (Bloome, 1989; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984).
Street’s (1984,1990; forthcoming) work on the relationship between literacy
practices and personhood provided a model for my investigation (See Chapters 2 and 3).
Literacy practices always involve power relationships, including one’s capacity to act
within society in relation to cultural notions about class, gender, ethnicity, language, and
race (Gadsden, 1992; Green, et al., 1992; Robinson, 1990; Solsken, 1993). Literacy
practices are defined by people through their interactions within encounters and events
that are themselves embedded within sociohistorical contexts: individual, institutional and
societal. What counts as literacy varies across settings and groups.
Literacy practices are a primary way that personhood is constituted in schools. As
teachers and students interact during literacy activities they formulate and reformulate
aspects of personhood, all of which are part of systems of cultural meanings. Geertz
(1973) refers to these interconnecting systems as webs of significance.

The Design of the Study
In order to conduct the study, I formed a writing club at an urban K-8 school. The
writing club involved a small group of eighth-grade women students and emphasized the
ethnographic study of the students’ communities3.1 invited eighth-grade students who

^Although the writing club began with six students, the study focused on the four students who published
their wnung. The nature of the involvement of the two students who did not maintain membership in the
project is discussed in Chapter 4.
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were interested in researching and writing about the community to join a writing club,
which I convened for approximately three hours per week between February and June,
1993. Initially, the group read and heard about the work of teenage ethnographers from
around the country. The students then adopted questions to investigate and helped each
other design and implement research plans. As part of the study of their communities,
students wrote a variety of ethnographic reports and narratives. They worked as a team
and decided to present their findings in an edited volume, seeking a wide readership.
Overall, the design of the study is a sociolinguistic ethnography. This approach
allows me to address social context in a broad sense by analyzing the social meanings and
positions constructed through literacy practices during classroom interactions in relation
to wider cultural systems. The study involves a series of ethnographic and sociolinguistic
case studies. There is a case study of the writing program, particularly. There are also
case studies of four of the students in the writing program.

Figure 1.1

Diagram of Case Studies
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The Venn diagram, in Figure 1, shows how the case studies overlap. As Figure 1
suggests, each case study raises issues not included in the others. Additionally, each case
study overlaps with the writing program. The individual case studies also include data
about that student’s community, family, schooling, personal thoughts, and feelings.
From each case study a series of themes, insights, and theoretical constructs are
extracted. By designing the study as an overlapping series of case studies, I was able to
look at school literacy practices and personhood as various, and potentially interwoven,
strands: (a) institutional, (b) familial, (c) political, (d) community, (e) others.
Although the study was conducted as a series of overlapping case studies, the data
and findings are not reported as case studies. Rather, they are presented in a way that
allows me to highlight issues that emerged from the case studies. One of these issues is
the ensemble nature of the constructed relationships between literacy practices and
personhood. As this ensemble nature came to light, it became clear that a focus on
individual case studies alone did not reflect appropriately the findings.
Overview of Data Collection
The following is an overview of the data collection plan; the various components
are discussed in detail in Chapter 3. Data collection involved participant observation, field
notes, and interviews.
The corpus of data included: demographic data on the school and community;
audio- and videotapes of interviews, of writing club activities, and conversations; select
audiotapes of the language arts classroom; written artifacts, especially student writing.
An important facet of the study is that the students also collected data for the
study, investigating their research questions as members of the writing club and
collectively pursuing a joint question about community reasons for and ways of
researching. In this sense, the students can be viewed as co-researchers; the ethnographic
studies they conducted as writing club members can be seen as parts of the broader study.
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Data analysis involved multiple steps and multiple layers. Using procedures
designed by Spradley (1980), among others, the coipus of data was read for broad
themes as well as for key events and data to analyze. Then, focusing further on those key
events, analysis was conducted using microethnographic techniques. In addition to
microethnographic analysis, intertextual links between events were identified.
Limitations of the Study
This study focused on the literacy practices established among a small group of
adolescents as they engaged in a students-as-ethnographers writing project The findings
were particular to this setting; however, the findings generated grounded theoretical
constructs about the relationship of this particular variation of literacy practices in school
and the social construction of personhood in this situation, providing a descriptive,
interpretive, and explanatory account of the educational possibilities available when a
particular set of community-based literacy practices is made part of the educational context
of literacy activities in school. This information may inform future research studies
designed to reconceptualize language arts teaching and learning.
The study involved a small group of young women. Initially, the group had six
members. Four of the students remained participants, publishing ethnographic reports of
their findings. The study was designed as a telling case study, one in which particular
cultural and social processes are brought together to make what had been previously
opaque relationships visible (Allen, cited in Bloome, Sheridan, and Street, 1993). This
study focused on several young women as they examined questions about community
life, specifically with regard to racism, sexism, and violence. In other words, the
questions were about personhood as it was presented to them. An advantage of focusing
on such a small group was that detailed microethnographic analysis was possible,
showing how the students* questions were dealt with on a moment-to-moment basis. The
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study generated findings about how an alternative set of literacy practices can be used to
change the definitions of personhood constructed in school.
Another limitation of the study is that I took on multiple roles. In addition to being
a university researcher, I acted as a member of the writing club and as a co-researcher. I
also was the founder and facilitator of the club, thus acting in the role of a teacher, the
students viewed me, at least partly, in this way. While this aspect of the design may have
some weaknesses, as is true of all designs, it has certain strengths. One advantage of the
multiple roles which I took on was that the research was an action research study. In
addition to broadening the knowledge base of the field, the research benefitted the
students, the school, and the community in which the students lived.
One of the unusual elements of the research design is that there is a study within
this study. The students’ research can be viewed as a kind of native ethnographic study.
The students* findings related to community literacy practices became analytical categories
for this study’s microanalysis. A social consequence of the acknowledgment of the
students* findings is that the new knowledge derived from engaging students as
ethnographers is made visible to the field.
The writing project occurred over a four-month period. A question might be
raised about what kind of ethnography can be conducted in such a time frame. It is
important to distinguish between the terms “ethnographic” and “ethnography.” The term
ethnographic is often used to connote the use of techniques and methods from
ethnography. The term ethnography is reserved for those studies that exhaustively
describe a people’s way of life. Both the students’ research and this study are best
understood as ethnographic studies.
There are traditional ethnographers who may never regard students to be
ethnographers. There is controversy within the field about who can be counted as an
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ethnographer and what can be counted as an ethnographic report This study contributes
to the ongoing debate within the field about these issues.

Definitions of Terms
The definitions provided in this section are emic definitions. That is, they are
based on the definitions constructed in this study among the participants. It is a theoretical
premise of this study that definitions are best grounded in meanings built on the
interactions among people, providing an explanation for how local meanings are related to
broader social contexts. An explanatory framework is important because it can shed light
on some of the taken-for-granted issues involved.
Community. There are three major points to make about “community” as defined in this
study: communities are fluid; communities are constructed as people interact and negotiate
parameters for inclusion and exclusion; communities are formed and re-formed. In this
study, membership within communities was built on solidarity with various other
communities. For example, members of the Vega Community Writing Club became
affiliated with members of the multiracial political theater community. A community is a
negotiated group, not a given. Due to this constant potential for shifting boundaries of
community, it is a term that is often problematic both in research and for people in their
everyday lives.
Alienation. Alienation is an aspect of personhood. I am defining alienation as feeling like
or being treated as a stranger (an alien) in a situation in which one should not or would
not expect to have that feeling and/or be treated that way. Even if one is treated nicely one
can be alienated. One can be treated as a welcome stranger or one can be treated as an
unwelcome stranger and even encouraged to leave. In some cultures and subcultures,
strangers are not considered “people”, strangers are by definition in some cultures and
subcultures denied personhood entirely.
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Institution. The Oxford English Dictionary offers several definitions of institution. The
one that comes closest to the definition of institution being used here is:
An establishment, organization, or association, instituted for the
promotion of some object, especially one of public or general utility,
religious, charitable, educational, etc., e.g. a church, school, college,
hospital, asylum, reformatory, mission, or the like (1971, p. 1452).
Intertextualitv. Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) define intertextuality in the following
way:
[Wjhich texts are and will be related is not a given; it is a social
construction. People, interacting with each other, construct intertextual
relationships by the ways they act and react to each other. An intertextual
relationship is proposed, is recognized, is acknowledged, and has social
significance, (p. 311)
Literacy practices. The term literacy practices is intended to foreground awareness of
power relationships embedded within the social contexts of literacy. Indeed, the term
indicates that literacy practices are not neutral and can not be defined in an a priori
manner. Literacy is defined by people through their interactions within encounters and
events that are themselves embedded within sociohistorical contexts: individual,
institutional and societal. What counts as literacy varies across settings and groups
(Heath, 1983; Moll, 1992; Street, 1993). As people use literacy, they also negotiate and
renegotiate roles and relationships which are multidimensional, involving family,
community, class, ethnic, racial, and gender identities (Bloome, 1989; Foster, 1992;
Gadsden, 1992; Robinson, 1990; Solsken, 1993). Thus, there is a complex of factors
involved in literacy practices that, taken together, constitutes personhood.
This study draws on Street’s (1984; 1993) work on the ideological model of
literacy, which is built on the assumption that literacy is never neutral; all literacies have
ideologies structured within them. Therefore, an examination of the underlying cultural
ideological beliefs, values, and definitions of what counts as reading and writing, and

who counts as a reader, must be undertaken to identify the personhood embedded within
particular literacies.
Because of the variety of literacy practices in schools, I have chosen to make a
heuristic division between literacy practices in school and school literacy practices.
School literacy practices in this study refer to traditional, teacher-directed instructional
activities based on the autonomous model of literacy. Although the literacy activities and
practices of the writing club differed from traditional school literacy practices, both took
place in school and were of educational intent
Native anthropology. Native anthropology is a term used by Galwatney (1981) to
describe ethnographies conducted by members of a community, specifically by people
from communities that historically have been oppressed by the broader culture’s
institutional practices. Native anthropology can be seen, then, as a type of ethnography
dedicated to the study of personhood in a society, in that those members of society who
have been discriminated against are theorists who critique the views about humanity and
parameters for exclusion and inclusion that are institutionalized within cultural practices.
In the Drylongso community, Galwatney (1981) focused on the “core values of ordinary
Black folk.” He gathered groups of people together, collected narratives, and presented
them as analyses about how people’s lives are impacted by issues of race and racism in
the United States.
Personhood. Personhood refers to how a culture or subculture, such as a school, defines
“person” and what attributes it associates with “person”. Personhood includes the ways
people construct identities in relation to one another. Personhood is not given or
predetermined but is established through everyday interactions, such as using literacy,
which in turn, are influenced by historical and institutionalized contexts and narratives.
Simply put, to ask about personhood is to ask, “What does it mean to be a person in a
particular cultural group, at a particular time, in a particular event?”
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Telling Case Study. A telling case study is one designed to create conditions in which
previously opaque theoretical relationships become clear (Allen, cited in Bloome, et al.,
1993).
Text Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) define text as:
the product of textualizing. People textualize experience in the world in
which they live, making those phenomena part of a language system
(broadly defined). The result of textualizing experience can be a set of
words, signs, representations.. .in brief, text is something done by
people to experience (broadly defined).... One consequence of our
definition of text is that what counts as a text cannot be determined a priori
(p. 311).
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON LITERACY PRACTICES AND PERSONHOOD

Overview of Section
In this chapter, I provide a review of recent research on literacy practices and
personhood. I begin by discussing the shift in the field from a focus on literacy to a focus
on literacy practices. I discuss how the notion of literacy practices as ideological and of
literacy processes as intertextual has contributed to changes in conceptualizations of what
is involved in literacy learning. Second, I discuss positions within literacy practices,
focusing on textual, situational, and institutional ones. Third, I discuss how researchers
have moved from a concern with access to literacy to a concern with issues of
personhood embedded within literacy practices. Finally, I review the research on
students-as-ethnographers as one approach that has shown possibilities for transforming
literacy practices in school.
From Literacy to Literacy Practices
Over the past three decades, a fundamental shift has occurred within the field of
literacy studies (Street, 1993; Willinsky, 1990). Formerly understood as reading and
writing activities, literacy is now seen as involving a set of shared ways of interacting
around printed material (Heath, 1983). This “set of shared ways” has been called literacy
practices (Street, 1984). Furthermore, the plural “practices” is used, rather than
“practice,” because literacy is not a monolithic activity; there are many different ways of
interacting around written texts across situations (Barton and Ivanic, 1991). That is,
literacy practices can vary from community to community (classroom, worship, computer
network communities) and across situations (Heath, 1983).
As people move across these communities and situations as part of their daily
lives, they adopt and adapt to the varying literacy practices of each (Barton and Ivanic,
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1991). There are extant literacy practices when a person enters a community (Robinson,
1990). However, literacy practices are not static; they change as people adapt them for
particular purposes (Street, 1993).
Part of the change from “literacy” to “literacy practices” has involved moving
from defining "literacy" as a set of decontextualized, discrete set of skills and primarily a
cognitive endeavor to defining “literacy practices” as part of the social, cultural, and
political processes involved in any event involving written language (Street, 1984;
Willinsky, 1990). Therefore, the field has come to view “literacy practices” as
contextualized activities, and among the questions to ask about literacy practices are how
they are contextualized and how they contribute to the social, cultural, and political
context This understanding of multiple literacies is also implied in the term “literacy
practices.”
In the old concept, literacy was metaphorically a noun, a cognitive process that
involved certain skills. In the new understanding of literacy, literacy practices are
metaphorically a verb (Solsken and Bloome, 1992). The meaning of a text is not located
in the text alone, but in the interaction of people who build meanings as they use the text.
As with all practices (literacy and others), communities establish uses (ways of
accomplishing particular purposes and goals) for reading and writing. The literacy studies
field has come to understand that one of the primary uses of literacy is the establishment
of social relationships (Bloome, 1985,1989). These social relationships can vary
significantly both within and across communities and situations (Heath, 1982, 1983).
For example, consider the roles of teacher and student. Ethnographic research has
shown the importance of asking what it means to be a teacher or a student in a particular
classroom, in a particular group, at particular times of the day (Green, 1983; Green and
Wallatt, 1981). In one classroom, the teacher may establish her or himself as the primary
authority who looks for one “correct” interpretation of a text. The students’ position is to
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provide a singular answer to a specific question. In another classroom, the teacher may
share responsibility with students for generating multiple interpretations of a text (Santa
Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992). As a student moves through different
classes or situations in school, he or she is expected and required to adopt a variety of
literacy practices, and to show competence in these various literacy practices (Hymes, et
al., 1981b; Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1993).
Studies of literacy practices in school have shown that literacy practices can be
different at one level and similar at other levels and vice versa (Bloome, 1991; LadsonBillings, 1992, 1994). For example, in one classroom, the teacher might have all students
writing on the same topic and might require the first time through that the assignment be
coherent and grammatically correct In another classroom, the teacher may require
students to generate topics and to go through many drafts and revisions before the draft is
completed. In both classrooms, the underlying premises about authority may be similar.
Thus, while the two classrooms may look very distinct, they may be similar in that there
is no discussion about power or privilege. For example, issues of racism and sexism may
not be addressed in either classroom. Conversely, the two classrooms may be very
dissimilar in terms of writing approach and yet both may significantly address issues of
race and racism in their literacy practices (Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1994).
However, it may also be the case that literacy practices that appear similar on the
surface may have underlying differences. It is not only important to look across literacy
practices within a school, it is also important to look at attributes of literacy practices and
how they are similar to other activities in the wider culture. As an example, choice is a
prevailing attribute of the wider culture that is linked with discourses about personal and
political freedom and economic market forces (Apple, 1993; Fairclough, 1992). Choice
and ownership are also often linked together in terms of literacy practices in school as an
alternative to extant literacy practices (Gilbert, 1989, 1991; Street and Street, 1991). In
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classrooms, choices are sometimes considered in terms of their effects on others. In the
market economy, people are not often asked to consider these kinds of consequences.
Recent research has shown the importance of analysis of the underlying attributes of
particular literacy practices. Without this kind of analysis, important knowledge may be
overlooked.
Autonomous and Ideological Models of Literacy
Street (1993) theorizes that there are two stances toward literacy taken up by
literacy programs, one he calls the autonomous model and the other he calls the
ideological model. It is important to stress, as Street does, that both of these models are
ideological. By ideological, Street means that both models of literacy have embedded
within them deep cultural beliefs and assumptions about people that serve to structure
social relationships and promote particular political agendas. Literacy practices always
have within them particular positions which promote particular identities, meanings, and
personhoods. The ideological model calls for a critical examination of the positions,
identities, and personhoods embedded within various literacy practices as part of
engaging in them as a researcher, a teacher, and a student (Street, 1984,1990).
The autonomous model is characterized by the belief that literacy is a neutral
technology. Much of literacy scholarship falls under the category of the autonomous
model in that researchers have conceptualized literacy learning as a discrete set of
decontextualized, impartial skills. Embedded within this model is an ethnocentric belief
that literacy results in cognitive consequences. Some scholars argue that rational thought
is associated with the acquisition of literacy. Those who can write in an essayist genre are
thought to be more cognitively advanced compared to people whose communicative
traditions are oral or unschooled (Ong, 1982). Achievement of essayist literacy is
conceived of as an individual accomplishment and believed to provide economic rewards.
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The autonomous model of literacy masks ideological foundations by eschewing their very
existence.
Street provides an important critique of this model, showing how it is in fact an
ideological model which attempts to hide its ideological foundations from scrutiny. This
recognition of the autonomous model as an ideological model is a major part of the move
from literacy to literacy practices. Despite numerous critiques, many educators continue to
hold the attitudes and assumptions embedded in the autonomous model of literacy. In his
work, which supports the ideological model. Street reviews various ethnographic studies
of literacy which document the great diversity in literacy practices (1993).
The elegance of Street’s model is that it provides a way of analyzing assumptions,
attitudes, beliefs, and values embedded within literacy practices. The central tenet of his
research is that literacies have ideologies, or social, political, and cultural identities,
meanings, and positions, situated within them.
The ideological model recognizes literacy as political, involving interactions
through which people position themselves in relationship to power. For example,
consider a middle school English language arts class where the homework assignment is
to read an account of the Montgomery Bus Boycott. At the end of the selection, there is a
series of comprehension and vocabulary questions, including words such as boycott,
civil rights, and prejudice. A student's performance is evaluated by the teacher based on
whether the student has completed, turned in, and selected the appropriate multiple choice
responses. In this literacy practice, power is located in the teacher (and teacher’s guide)
even though the text may record an account of contesting power relationships among
racial groups in the culture. The account of a community's resistance to social injustice
rendered in the text may be constructed within the classroom literacy practices as an
instrument for evaluating a student's reading. Through literacy practices, people structure
relationships and constitute ideologies, including particular notions about where authority
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for interpretation lies (Bloome and Bailey, 1992; Bloome and Egan-Robertson, 1993) and
how a people's history of contesting dominant cultural practices around the construction
of personhood (Berry, 1994; Franklin, 1974) is inscribed within school (Gadsden,
1992).
Street's model provides for the careful examination of concepts of personhood
that are embedded within particular literacy practices and how they vary across situations.
That is, since literacy practices inherently involve social relationships (Bloome, 1985),
they inherently involve issues of personhood. The concepts of personhood inherent in
literacy practices are part of its cultural ideology.
Personhood is a theoretical concept with a long history within the field of
anthropology and within African-American communities (DuBois, 1969; Galwatney,
1981). As discussed in Chapter 1, to ask about personhood is to ask: What does it mean
to be a person in a particular cultural group at a particular time, in a particular event?
Anthropologists discuss personhood (see, e.g., Galwatney, 1981; Steady, 1987; Street,
forthcoming) as involving:
(a) notions about humankind,
(b) boundaries for excluding and including people in groups, and
(c) beliefs about what constitutes proper behavior.1
What is important to understanding the relationships between literacy practices
and personhood is the acknowledgment that both are cultural constructions, built and
rebuilt as people interact every day within and across institutional and social contexts.
Indeed, literacy practices and personhood, while always being made and remade, are
institutionalized within the ways we think about and act toward ourselves and others. For
example, the ideas about others conveyed in a boy’s fearful account about alibis may not

^alwatney's (1981) scholarship on personhood is discussed in Chapter 3, with particular regard to its
influence on this study. See discussion of personhood and of Steady's (1987,1981) work in Chapter 1.
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every day become a topic for critical examination in the classroom because it is a widelyheld view prevalent in the movies (Solsken, 1993). Writing and literacy, therefore, are
social and cultural practices “embedded in institutions and in wider social, political,
economic, and cultural processes and ideologies which guide processes of communicative
production” (Street, forthcoming, p.10).
Intertextualitv-Wavs of Interpreting Texts and Assigning Meaning
Literacy practices in school are social and cultural practices and constitute a set of
ideas about reading and writing, including authority relationships between teacher and
students, patterns for interacting, and the negotiation of status among members of
classroom communities (Bloome, 1987,1989). As discussed earlier, Bloome and EganRobertson (1993) and Bloome and Bailey (1992) argue that teachers and students
structure classroom social relationships through the social construction of intertextuality.
By the social construction of intertextuality, Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) mean
that people propose intertextual links and in interaction with each other, they recognize,
acknowledge, and assign social significance to these intertextual links. Over time, these
intertextual processes establish particular ways of problem-solving, learning, and writing
by backgrounding and excluding others. Teachers and students construct intertextual
links and references to past events as a way of building and maintaining social
relationships, establishing group membership, and defining “learning” (Floriani, 1993;
Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992).
What is extrapolated as young people participate in establishing ways of
understanding and assigning meaning to texts in school are views about which ways of
interpreting texts and assigning meaning are reasonable and acceptable. For example, in a
class on Shakespeare, it is inappropriate in most classrooms to interpret Merchant of
Venice as an anti-Semitic play and thereby take up the position of activist. In the
classroom, it is a play interpreted within an academic and literary framework. Thus, ways
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of interpreting and assigning meaning to texts in school through literacy practices
contribute to and reflect widely held cultural conceptions of personhood.
While ways of interpreting and assigning meaning are constructed and
reconstructed continuously in specific settings, the specific settings of classrooms and
schools are located within broader social contexts and wider cultural practices (Apple,
1993; Fairclough, 1992; Graff, 1987). These wider contexts and practices include other
communicative practices, social institutional practices, and socioeconomic contexts. Other
communicative practices include, for example, those of the media. Social institutional
practices include those of the family, religion, etc. Socioeconomic contexts include the
flow of money and other resources: where they go, do not go, why, and what they are
used for and by whom. Communicative practices, social institutional practices, and
socioeconomic contexts significantly influence extant cultural conceptions of personhood,
impacting what is done in school. For example, students are often asked to take exams in
writing. Whether scored holistically or in standard ways, tests are tied to broader
communicative practices in that they assess performance competitively (Robinson and
Stock, 1990); tied to broader social institutional practices in that families may promote
literacy practices associated with schooling (Street and Street, 1991); and tied to broader
socioeconomic practices in that particular gender and work roles may be promoted
(Solsken, 1993).
Widely held conceptions of personhood embedded in various cultural contexts,
factors, and practices profoundly influence how individuals understand what a person is
and the ways individuals use definitions of people to understand themselves and others.
Cultural conceptions of personhood influence what is done in school. For example, the
fact that literacy practices are often consistent across settings at a variety of levels and in a
variety of ways, despite a great deal of variation, reflects underlying and deep-seated
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cultural conceptions about people that are systematized in how schools are organized and
in how written materials are used.
In school literacy practices, there are particular positions for students to assume.
These positions involve rank ordering and competition for status (Abi-Nader, 1990). For
example, consider a class in which there are three reading groups, top, middle, and
bottom (Borko and Eisenhart, 1989; McDermott and Godspodinoff, 1981). It is often the
case that cultural and linguistic diversity are viewed as problematic (Foster, 1992).
Students who do not fit middle-class, standardized norms on achievement or holistic
(Cazden, 1988; Robinson and Stock, 1990) tests are placed in low-level academic
groups. These features are related to implicated and deep-seated cultural conceptions of
personhood. That is, in order to participate in established ways of interpreting texts,
students must take up particular positions, often at the cost of leaving their bidialectical
and bilingual dexterity outside the classroom door (Foster, 1992; Moll and Diaz, 1987;
Trueba, 1988).
Any interpretation of text requires a student to locate her or himself within a
position. In critiquing The Merchant of Venice, for example, a student has to adopt the
position of literacy critic in school or possibly that of a student learning to be a literary
critic. The student does not get to take up the position of a consumer who likes or dislikes
a text and therefore reads or does not read it or the position of an activist discussed
earlier. If a student chooses not to read a text because of her or his low opinion of it, there
are often negative consequences for that student's academic standing. In the following
section, I discuss various types of positions manifest in literacy practices and how
positions within literacy practices are associated with the social construction of
intertextuality.
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Positions within Literacy Practices
All literacy practices, whatever their geographical or institutional location, have
within them particular positions. These positions can be thought of as roles, which carry
with them certain expectations and obligations about how one should act in that role
(Bloome, et al., 1993). For example, literacy practices in school have within them
particular definitions of author, reader, and writer and what makes a good author, reader,
or writer within the instructional context (Robinson, 1990; Robinson and Stock, 1990).
For example, in a middle school reading group, there may be no author, only the
literature within an anthology. To be a good reader may mean to render the text with
perfect match to the words on the page, to be a good writer may mean to complete
worksheets neatly, accurately, and on time. There are criteria for conduct or for what is
considered reasonable as teachers and students interact. For example, it may be viewed as
reasonable to discuss the child’s motivation (Siddle-Walker, 1992) but not reasonable to
discuss the teacher’s motivation for grading students. Along with definitions of authors,
readers, and writers, there are criteria related to substance: what is considered appropriate
to read and write about and what is not appropriate to read and write. For example, in
most classrooms, teachers prohibit students from reading sports magazines. In some
classrooms, teachers prohibit students from reading books that they judge to be too hard
for a student. In the next section, I discuss textual positions promoted within texts and
how textual positions can influence how a student locates her or himself through or
within a series of texts.
Textual Positions
Issues of positions are not just a matter of writers’ and readers’ rights and
obligations. Within a text, a writer constructs social relationships, positioning people
within the text the writer produces (Bloome, et al., 1993).
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As adolescents construct personhood in schools through literacy practices, they
do so within settings that promote particular cultural practices about authority and power
and about what makes a ‘good American’ (Nieto, 1992). While this process occurs in all
classes, the rest of this section focuses on issues of personhood as they arise in the
interaction around the content of English and Social Studies classes in middle school and
high school.
In adolescence, the task of “finding oneself’ often becomes the core theme for
English language arts classes. Concepts of responsibility, freedom, choice,
connectedness to others, to society, and to nature are examined as students and teachers
interact around a body of literature. Consider textual positions located within folklore and
myths, genres acknowledged as ways of teaching cultural beliefs, values, attitudes, and
feelings. For example, as students study the story of Columbus, they learn the a,b, c's of
dominant historical notions about humanity, including definitions of adventure, bravery,
colonization, and race relations (Konig).
Textual Position s-Issues of Race and Racism. Pan of the thesis I am promoting
in this section concerns relationships between broad social and historical contexts and
particular classroom contexts. I begin with a discussion of textual positions in school
instructional documents; note that these documents may be backgrounded much of the
time rather than explicitly studied. Throughout the discussion, I highlight cultural and
political assumptions of personhood, particularly assumptions related to race and racism.
Texts in school are loaded with attempts to position students and teachers
(Robinson, 1990). In addition to attempts to position students and teachers, texts also
position groups (Luke, 1988). Since both students and teachers are not only members of
the classroom, but also members of other groups, it is important to discuss how literacy
practices position groups. The discussion here is related to the aspects of personhood that

deal with inclusion and exclusion. I will focus in this section on positions in social
studies texts because they are most directly related to the issues in this dissertation.
Throughout United States history, the definition of a person with rights has been
a continuous site of struggle and redefinition (DuBois, 1969; Franklin, 1974). People of
color have been denied personhood in legal documents, such as the Constitution of the
United States, and in legal, social, political, and economic actions (Beny, 1994). It is the
denial of personhood that makes atrocities against others possible and acceptable. The
institutional practice of violence throughout United States history is evident in the
genocide of the indigenous people and in the kidnapping and enslavement of millions of
Africans. These horrific actions need to be seen as linked to cultural and political
definitions of personhood. Resistance to these cultural practices by people of color is an
ongoing, centuries-old struggle documented by historians and literary theorists such as
Aptheker (1971), Benry (1994), Carby (1984), DuBois (1969), Franklin (1974), Gidding
(1984), and Washington (1993), among many others.
Reading and writing have been used as political tools of resistance throughout
United States history by African Americans and others. Franklin (1974), Gadsden
(1992), and Morrison (1987) write about the importance of reading and writing in the
resistance to slavery and in the social construction of personhood for Africans within the
United States. Morrison writes:
Whatever the style and circumstances of these narratives, they were
written to say principally two things. One: “This is my historical life-my
singular, special example that is personal, but that also represents the
race.” Two: “I write this text to persuade other people-you, the reader,
who is probably not black-that we are human beings worthy of God’s
graces and the immediate abandonment of slavery.”...
In addition to using their own lives to expose the horrors of
slavery, they had a companion motive for their efforts. The prohibition
against teaching a slave to read and write (which in many Southern states
carried severe punishment) and against a slave’s learning to read and write
had to be scuttled at all costs. These writers knew that literacy was power.
Voting, after all, was inextricably connected to the ability to read; literacy
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was a way of assuming and proving the “humanity” that the Constitution
denied them.
(pp. 106-108)
Decisions to include or exclude the perspectives and accounts of American
Indians, African Americans, and women of all races and classes from history impact the
construction of personhood for all adolescents. As West (1993) writes, African
Americans and other cultural groups make up our society, or are constitutive of it;
therefore, any discussion of personhood needs to begin with a discussion of the history
of racism in the United States. Providing misinformation, leaving out histories of various
communities, and presenting biased history in schools lead to a cycle of oppression
reinforced by people who have internalized the process and institutions; thus, the cycle of
oppression continues (Tatum, 1993).
Teachers make decisions about which history and which literature to teach and
which to forget, or dismiss, or ignore.2 In doing so, they establish parameters or
boundaries around inclusion and exclusion: who is allowed to be part of what groups and
what types of status are assigned to and across groups. In this way, views about what
and who is dominant or privileged and who and what is not dominant are promoted
(Grant and Sleeter, 1986). Through their decisions, teachers promote particular myths,
attitudes, and assumptions about what constitutes history (Berry, 1994) and literature
(Carby, 1987), what is possible, and for whom (Robinson and Stock, 1990). However,
there are few studies of the resulting construction of personhood around issues of race
and racism in classrooms by teachers and students.
Textual Positions-Issues of Gender and Sexism. Gilbert (1989) explores how
teachers' acceptance of the dominant myth of the autonomous, independent individual
makes it hard for them to consider changing English language arts curricula. While

2Most teachers are teachers of history and literature. For example, all elementary teachers are responsible
for teaching social studies.
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respect may be extended to individuals in classrooms, there is often a denial of the
primacy of the social and cultural nature of language and literature and the power relations
within this setting. For example, Gilbert (1989) emphasizes that individuals do not exist
outside a social context and that they are defined principally by the power relationships
within classrooms and by the authoritative core of the canon that comprises the
curriculum. Power relationships refer to power between teacher and students, between
individual students, as well as between groups of students. Given the already unequal
power relations between the genders, the model is especially devastating to female
students. Within such learning communities, many girls come to internalize an increasing
passivity and increasing reluctance to demand that classrooms address their needs.
Gilbert (1991) found male students positioning themselves as boys and in-group
members by constructing the cultural practice of violence against females during
classroom writing activities. A group of boys wrote a collective story in which they killed
all of the girls in the class. The boys in the class who were not part of this peer writing
group were depicted negatively. The teacher did not respond to the content of the writing.
Writing process approaches to teaching writing often have emphasized process over
content While many teachers have expressed discomfort about what is written in writing
classes, the concerns about addressing content are rooted in deep cultural beliefs about
gender (Boys will be boys), freedom of expression (It’s just children’s fantasy play), and
tensions around potential censorship issues (Isn’t it censorship to limit what is
appropriate to write?).
Children construct literacy identities as they negotiate gender and economic class
identities with family members and with schoolmates and teachers (Solsken, 1993). Her
research highlights the complexities of literacy learning and demonstrates how children's
conscious and unconscious choices about their stance toward literacy are strongly
influenced by power relationships inherent in the construction of gender and work
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identities. Learning to read and write involves an ongoing process wherein an individual
defines and redefines oneself by creating gendered and class positions both in the texts
young people compose and through the process of composing them (Solsken, 1993).
Textual Positions-Multiplicitv and Particularity. Much of the research on the
multiplicity and particularity within textual positions has been generated in fields other
than education. For example, out of critical literary studies, Carby (1987) has examined
the ways in which nineteenth century African-American feminist novelists "theorized
relationships among race, gender, and patriarchy in their writing" (p. 96). Carby (1987)
shows how Ida B. Wells and Frances Harper, among others, used their writing as an
intervention against dominant discourses, thereby reconstructing definitions of
womanhood through the textual positions they created in their novels and promoted for
their readers to take up. The work of scholars such as Carby (1987) adds to an
understanding of race, gender, and class as social categories which vary over time and
location and provides new directions in the study of textual positions within the field of

y*
literacy studies.
Situational Positions
Whereas textual positions have to do with what is done within a text itself,
situational positions have to do with positioning done as people interact with each other
around a written text (Heath, 1983). As with textual positions, situational positions are
influenced by historical, institutional, and sociological factors. As with textual positions,
situational positions are not predetermined, fixed, or static, despite the fact that they
constitute a system into which we are bom and within which we live our lives.
Ethnographic studies conducted in many classrooms have suggested that the
traditions and values of working-class ethnic and linguistic-minority students’
communities are not validated in school settings (Gee, 1990; Michaels and Foster, 1985;
Willett and Bloome, 1993). This practice has been associated with low achievement in

school and is most likely to be found in schools that employ narrow and autonomous
definitions of literacy.
Heath (1983) and Cook-Gumperz (1986) discuss the ramifications of the narrow
definitions of literacy employed in traditional, monocultural school settings. CookGumperz (1986) writes: "[t]he everyday communication patterns of classrooms which
ignore the communication patterns of children and their families alienate students at an
early age" (p. 108, emphasis added). One result of the distance between the literacy
practices in school and those which students employ at home and in the community is that
students have a sense of being and acting in school as an outsider.
Not having their way of telling a story acknowledged can be emotionally
destructive (Gee, 1990) and academically devastating to students of color. The child who
is unable to ‘talk like a book* often is assigned to a low reading group. Students often
internalize this negative assessment, which then becomes evident in their attitude and
behavior. This negative analysis of literacy ability plays a critical role in the social context
constructed for learning (Trueba, 1987).
Another aspect of situational positioning is derived from the organization of
student grouping. The group, or academic track, in which students are placed is a primary
way of assigning status in schools. Based on extensive ethnographic studies, researchers
have concluded that access to literacy is withheld from ethnic and linguistic-minority
children as a consequence of the ability-grouping patterns in classrooms and schools (for
an overview, read Wilkinson, 1982). Borko and Eisenhart (1989) delineate the
differences in definitions of literacy across ability groups in the same school and
classrooms. Within each grouping, students and teachers constructed distinctive patterns
of interacting with texts. For example, upward mobility across groups was shown to be
extremely difficult, as a result of contrasting community membership norms. This lack of
mobility is critiqued by McDermott and Gospodinoff (1981) when they write: “If we

36

wanted a mechanism for sorting each new generation of citizens into advantaged and
disadvantaged, into achieving and underachieving, we could have done no better than to
have invented the school system we have” (p. 229).
Sinclair and Ghory (1987) argue that conflict can be created for linguistic-minority
adolescents if their language and interactional styles are unacknowledged or ridiculed in
school. Compounding this ridicule are the pressures experienced by adolescents from
peers and from conflict with authorities. The net result for linguistic-minority students
often is marginalization, a sense of being and acting as an outsider.
The studies cited above on classroom discourse practices documented the ways
language and literacy are used to structure social relationships and promote alienation for
many students because the definitions of personhood embedded in classroom literacy
practices are alien to those in the students’ home communities. Schools traditionally have
been places where students’ cultural and linguistic identities, including their bilingual,
bidialectical, and bicultural or multicultural identities, have been ignored or considered
problematic to academic learning. Moll and Diaz (1987) found that students who were in
the top reading group in bilingual class were relegated to low group positions in
mainstream English class, where the instructional settings emphasized English pronuncia¬
tion and decoding, as opposed to an emphasis on meaning. These researchers found that
student progress was enhanced when English reading lessons were geared to the
students’ Spanish reading ability. By alternating between languages, the researchers
showed that student comprehension of English texts was much deeper than teachers
realized when comprehension was assessed only in the second language.
Institutional Positions
In the following section, I discuss positions within institutions. That is,
institutions themselves promote a range of positions. I discuss the various types of
positioning manifested in institutional contexts, particularly the institution of school.
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Society can be seen as divided into institutional contexts within which multiple
activities occur (Apple, 1982,1993; Fairclough, 1992). While literacy practices vary
from one situation to another, it is important to note that it is not just a matter of looking at
how they are similar, or different, across situations, but at how taken together literacy
practices work to achieve institutional goals.
For the purposes of this dissertation, I define institutions as large organizational
structures within society that are relatively stable across generations and are centered
around the accomplishment of specific societal functions: school, family, religion,
government, banking, etc. The Oxford Dictionary lists several definitions for institution.
The one that comes closest to the definition of institution being used here is: “An
establishment, organization, or association, instituted for the promotion of some object,
especially one of public or general utility, religious, charitable, educational, etc., e.g., a
church, school, college, hospital, asylum, reformatory, mission, or the like” (1971, p.
1452).
Institutions may exclude various definitions and positions people might take up.
In school, for example, we find people in classrooms in positions of teachers and
students, or perhaps administrators, librarians, and teacher-assistants. Roles not found in
classrooms include banker, activist, lawyer, etc. Additionally, we do not have definitions
of groups outside of those officially part of the classroom. For example, we do not have
sisterhood. Therefore, in the analysis of relationship between literacy practices and
personhood, we must consider the influence of the institution within which the literacy
practice is occurring.
What Is Done in School-Summary of Textual.
Situational, and Institutional Positions
In this section, I called attention to multiple ways positioning occurs in literacy
practices. Positioning occurs by texts themselves, by the way people interact around text
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in a situation itself, and by institutional context Although there is an historical impetus to
maintain particular sets of positions, the positions available are not static but instead are
constructed and reconstructed again and again.
What is done in school is accomplished through the ways of understanding or
interpreting texts, broadly defined, and ways of assigning meaning established there.
Central to the process of engaging in a literacy practice as a reader, a writer, a researcher,
etc., are the various ways of interpreting texts. The interpretation is not in the text but in
the interactions among people as they engage texts. In each school and in each classroom,
the ways of interpreting texts and of assigning meaning can be conceptualized as cultural
ideologies. In other words, as people in schools interact, they are continuously
establishing and reestablishing expectations around who brings together what texts, how
they do this, what and whose purposes are served in doing so, and what the social
significance is. As young people engage in the process of understanding and assigning
meaning to texts in school, they extrapolate views about themselves and others.
Literacy practices in school tend to remain stable because they are part of a wider
system of communicative and institutional practices. The system is not necessarily
smooth-running or without problems. One of the negative by-products of traditional
school literacy practices is that adolescents of color in particular are alienated from
themselves in school. Indeed, it is because the system of communicative and institutional
practices, of which school literacy practices are part, does not work well for everyone that
there is the need and opportunity to critique it. The limited number of positions and
definitions of personhood available within traditional school literacy practices has
negative consequences for many students and their communities. The positions students
are asked to take up are limited and often demeaning to themselves and their communities.
This is true not just in the content of the texts, where their community’s history, culture.
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and language may not be represented in a respectful way, but also in the positions
embedded in the way texts are used by teachers with students.
From Concern with Access to Concern with Personhood
In this section, I provide a brief discussion of research on traditional literacy
practices in school and personhood. Over the past thirty years, there have been numerous
studies concerned with access to literacy. Many of these studies have been concerned
particularly with the ability of students of color to gain access to literacy practices
associated with power. There have been few studies concerned with definitions of
personhood and with the positions made available in particular literacy practices.
While this valid concern with access has added significantly to the knowledge
base within the field, the shift to concern with personhood is critically important because
study after study has shown that students of color are not succeeding in school. A
question being asked is: How is it that students are being denied access to the kinds of
experiences necessary to gain disciplinary knowledge?
Studies by Michaels (1981) suggested that assessment was an aspect of classroom
discourse. Although Michaels focused on access, one of the interesting points of her
findings is the powerful way a classroom storytelling event is used by teachers to position
students as included or excluded in what is going on. As discussed above, inclusion and
exclusion are dimensions along which personhood is defined: Who is allowed access to
membership in a particular group?
Other studies have suggested that the solution is not just providing knowledge in
order for students to gain competence. Nor is the solution a matter of changing classroom
discourse to be more like home communities, although this may be an important aspect of
the solution. A series of scholars have argued that access, or the lack of access, is not a
sufficient explanation for school failure. Findings that emerged from a concern with
access led to a deeper understanding of the monocultural bias institutionalized in the
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organizational structure of schools (Apple, 1982; Trueba, 1987), the content of the
curricula (Ladson-Btilings, 1992), and classroom discourse (Foster, 1992; Trueba,
1988), including school literacy practices (Saravia-Shore and Arvizu, 1992).
Ethnographic studies of teaching and schooling have resulted in increased awareness of
the cultural bias that underlies many of our taken-for-granted attitudes and actions as
teachers and researchers (Gadsden, 1992). The question became “access to what?”
(Bloome, 1989). In other words, the shift from a concern with access to a concern with
personhood is aligned with a shift from a monocultural education to a multicultural
education.
The call for a multicultural education for all students is a primary part of the shift
from a concern with access to a concern with personhood (Foster, 1992; Gadsden, 1992;
Grant and Sleeter, 1986; Heath, 1983; Nieto, 1992; Saravia-Shore and Arvizu, 1992;
Willett and Bloome, 1993). One aspect of this shift has to do with new questions raised
about power relationships. For example, Gadsden (1992) documented intergenerational
beliefs about access to literacy among African-American families, finding that literacy has
been defined and used to address issues of personhood embedded within the wider social
context Studies of community literacy practices have resulted in challenges to the field's
understanding of reading, writing, and literacy and in calls for literacy programs in school
built on those located in students' communities (Fishman, 1988; Gadsden, 1992; Heath,
1983; Moll, 1992; Street, 1993; Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Trueba and DelgadoGaitan, 1988; Weinstein-Shr, 1993). Street (1990,1993) has raised questions about how
it is that school literacy has gained such privilege that the great variation in literacy
practices often is not visible or acknowledged in classroom practices.
Another aspect of the shift from concern with access to concern with personhood
has been the call for literacy programs in school that engage students in the critical
examination of society (Ladson-Billings, 1992; Street, 1993; Walsh, 1991). One study

that helped shift the concern with access to concern with personhood was conducted by
Robinson and his colleagues. Stock, et al. (1990), who have moved the field of English
language arts education forward by applying Geertz's (1988, 1984, 1974) work on
personhood. They used ethnography as a theoretical framework for cross-cultural
conversations about growing up with high school students. The teenagers wrote detailed
descriptions of what it is like growing up in Saginaw. Out of their multi-year work
together, university-, teacher-, and student-researchers developed alternative ways of
assessing student writing. Robinson and Stock (1990) argue that assessment needs to be
based on a "critical politics of literacy," one which examines instructional and institutional
practices in classrooms. They write: "Language, as we know, always encodes both a
sense of self and a sense of the other, even as it makes the social worlds in which we do
in fact live, whether we inquire about them or not" (p. 277). They have helped educators
to understand assessment as what Geertz would call a ‘web of significance,’ central to
how we construct personhood through literacy practices in school.
Summary
Changes are needed in literacy practices in school so that there is a shift in the
discourse of academic achievement from one of ability and skills acquisition to one of
definitions of personhood and alienation. Literacy practices based on an autonomous
model of literacy offer an extremely narrow range of positions that students can take up.
Embedded in traditional school literacy practices are definitions of personhood that are
themselves limited and monocultural. As a consequence, many students, especially but
not only students of color and students whose native language is not English, find
themselves aliens in school or, at best, employing a double consciousness (Robinson,
1990)3.

3Du Bois (1969) defines double consciousness as the sense of being part of and yet separate from society
at the same time. See also Galwatney (1981) on double consciousness.

Literacy practices within schools need to be transformed along with other social
and communicative practices that occur in school. Such changes need to occur at levels
that are substantive and not just superficial. For example, establishing cooperative groups
alone will not necessarily change conceptions about people. It is also necessary to alter
ways of assigning significance or meaning. Neither altering the positions within literacy
practices nor changing the ways of assigning significance is sufficient Changes in both
the substance and processes involved in literacy practices in school are necessary to
promote changes in concepts of personhood.
One approach that has shown promise in changing both the substance and
processes involved, and therefore, the personhood, in literacy practices in school can be
described under the rubric of students-as-ethnographers. The rest of this chapter
discusses students-as-ethnographers and the possibilities of this approach for
transforming literacy practices and personhood in school.
Students-as-Ethnographers of Their Own Communities
I begin this section with a brief discussion of what ethnography is. Then, I
describe students-as-ethnographers. The major portion of the section provides a
discussion of students-as-ethnographers in terms of how they have been shown to
transform teacher-student-community relationships, how the lives of students and their
families have been promoted as sources of knowledge, and how the approach of
students-as-ethnographers can provide a multicultural framework for literacy practices in
school.
What Ethnography Is
Ethnography is a research approach used primarily in anthropology, but
increasingly by educational researchers as well. In brief, an ethnography is a study of a
culture, although the term also is used to refer to the report written about the study of a
culture. Since there is a discussion of ethnography in Chapter 3,1 will not provide a
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discussion of ethnography here. However, I do want to highlight some aspects relevant
to students-as-ethnographers.
Although ethnography begins with a research question, it is expected that as a
researcher studies a group, event, or phenomenon, the research question will change. So,
too, the methodology employed will evolve as the study continues. Although the
researcher can borrow techniques that have been tried in other studies, the researcher
adapts these techniques as the study warrants. A central goal of ethnographic research is
theorizing about the nature of culture and language. It is assumed that the ethnographic
study has at least two goals: the first is to describe the group, event, or phenomenon, the
second is to theorize.
Over the past twenty years, the nature of ethnographic research has changed
There have been many debates about these changes and what constitutes a well-done
ethnographic study. For example, it was traditionally believed that the researcher should
be objective and intellectually distant. More recently, this premise has been questioned as
researchers begin to understand that knowledge is not neutral but always subjective, and
that there is much to be gained by being intellectually involved (Clifford and Marcus,
1986). Similarly, the traditional research enteiprise focused only on description,
interpretation, and theory building. A number of researchers now feel that studies should
help to promote positive changes in the communities in which the research is done
(Erickson, 1991; Fine, 1991; Walsh, 1991). That is, ethnographic research should
benefit not only the researcher and the academy, but should also benefit the group.
Further, there have been changes in how people feel ethnography should be
written. Traditionally, ethnographic reports were written in scientific, objective,
expository style, similar to research papers in psychology and the natural sciences. More
recently, a wider range of genres has been included. In part, this is a response to a call for
more attention to the quality of ethnographic report writing (Geertz, 1988). However,
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much of the change in ethnographic writing emerged from an examination of and concern
with power relationships between the researcher and community members (Galwatney,
1981; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1989).
Finally, whereas ethnographies have primarily been viewed as being conducted
by experts from outside the communities being studied, there has been a move toward
conducting ethnographies by members of communities (Cole, 1988; Galwatney, 1981;
Jones, 1988) or people with close relationships to the communities being studied,
including university researchers, teacher researchers, and student researchers (EganRobertson and Bloome, forthcoming; Gonzales, Moll, et al., 1993; Heath, 1983;
Robinson, 1990; Walsh, 1992).
Thus, students-as-ethnographers can be viewed as part of the evolution of
ethnographic research, a response to questions that are continuously debated within the
field. As Hymes (1981) writes:

Of all forms of scientific knowledge, ethnography is the most open, the
most compatible with a democratic way of life, the least likely to produce a
world in which experts control knowledge at the expense of those who are
studied, (p. 57)
What a Students-as-Ethnographers Project Is
In a students-as-ethnographers project, students conduct ethnographic study,
typically in their own community, although not necessarily so. Frequently, the teacher
provides time and guidance for the project, although a number of studies have involved
university researchers. Some projects occur in school, some during language arts block,
some combine language arts and social studies blocks, one project uses ethnography
across the entire school curriculum (Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1993).
Some occur in summer projects (Schaafsma, 1994) and community-based educational
projects (Walsh, 1991). Projects involve students K-12: early elementary students,

middle school students, high school students (Egan-Robertson and Bloome,
forthcoming).
Several qualities of students-as-ethnographers projects appear to have potential for
promoting more positive definitions of personhood, thus countering the alienation many
students feel. In the rest of this chapter, I discuss four of these qualities which address
the need for a multicultural approach to the teaching of writing and literacy practices.
Four Qualities of Students-As-Ethnographers Projects
As discussed in the previous section, a by-product of monocultural education has
been that many students feel a sense of being treated as a stranger, or alien. This is
especially true for students of color and bilingual students. One way teachers and
researchers have addressed this problem of alienation and the resulting academic
underachievement is through developing writing programs that engage students as
ethnographers of their own communities.This approach provides a cross-cultural
framework for the study of school literacy. A cross-cultural framework has several
advantages: (1) it can alter the power relationships between students and teachers; (2) its
perspective acknowledges and promotes cultural diversity as a resource for learning about
ourselves and others; (3) the lives of students and the lives of their families and
communities are viewed as sources of academic knowledge; and (4) it provides a
conceptual framework for academic writing and learning.
While the number of studies of ethnographic writing classrooms is small, the
learning outcomes documented in them suggest educational promise; thus, they have
generated a good deal of interest. Definitions of ethnography vary across these studies as
do the approaches taken to ethnography. For the purposes of this review, I am using a
broad definition of ethnography to reflect the substantive issues and changes that have
characterized the field of anthropology and the multidisciplinary perspective within
academia over the past fifteen years.
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Transforming Teacher-Student-Communitv Relationships
The collaborative work characteristic of school literacy programs in which
students act as ethnographers impacts power relationships in at least two ways. First,
roles and relationships between students and teachers are transformed. The teacher learns
from the students, and the students become teachers of peers, teachers, and scholars
(Branscombe, 1987,1993). Secondly, the roles and relationships of students and the
academic community at large are altered in that students’ theories and findings contribute
to the field's knowledge base (Erickson, 1991; Heath, 1983; Heath and Branscombe,
1984; Mercado, 1991, forthcoming; Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992,
1993; Schaafsma, forthcoming).
In all studies of students as ethnographers, students and teachers work collaboratively on a research problem that has been defined by the group. They sometimes collect
data as a group, other times alone or in pairs, and bring data to the classroom, where it is
listened to and analyzed collectively. For example. Heath (1983) describes a fifth-grade
science class where students engaged in an ethnographic study of the planting habits and
beliefs of local farmers. Students interviewed local farmers, feedstore managers, family
members, and garden enthusiasts while others did archival research at the local
newspaper. Each brought back data to the classroom, where they analyzed it, compared
information, and determined whether follow-up interviews were needed. In order for the
data and analysis to be considered valid, students had to provide both oral and written
sources that confirmed each other. They also had to check their data for agreement among
sources. For instance, when Farmer Feld claimed that planting by moonlight was
important to potato cultivation, students had to revisit Farmer Purcey to inquire whether
he planted by moonlight and why. In selecting informants, the student-ethnographers
carefully chose farmers who were mentioned by many in the community as experts and
then did archival work at the local newspaper for written sources of evidence. These

strategies fall into the category of triangulation, or ethnographers’ way of confirming the
accuracy of accounts.
Mercado (1992; forthcoming) and Torres (forthcoming), a university and a
teacher researcher respectively, had their students manage two research projects at once,
an individual topic and the larger collective project which focused on researching
research. Their research with students parallels the work of professional research teams
(e.g., Hymes, et al., 1981; Gilmore and Glatthom, 1982). In another research project,
students surveyed community members about their opinions regarding bilingual
education. They pooled information and discussed it in groups prior to writing individual
pieces in which they published their own and their informants’ perspectives on a
controversial school and community issue (Moll and Diaz, 1987). In other studies,
students have researched collaboratively their marginalization as writers (Fleishman,
1990) , as readers in school (Heath and Branscombe, 1985), and as students (Walsh,
1991) .
Collaboration is evident in each of these projects in that students and teachers
together assume roles as co-researchers, often in partnership with a university researcher.
As co-researchers, collegial relationships are often formed. The seriousness with which
these collaborations are undertaken is evident in the way the findings have been made
public. Over the past several years, student ethnographers have presented their research at
the University of Pennsylvania Ethnography Conference and at the Conference of the
National Association of Bilingual Education (Mercado, et al., 1991). Another group of
students wrote "thick descriptions" of what it is like growing up in the community of
Saginaw, Michigan. Their book, The Bridge (1988), is used as a text in college
composition and teacher education courses (Robinson and Stock, 1990). Students are
recognized as colleagues with important contributions to make to the field (Frederickson,
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1991). In a third instance, a research team included students in the authorship of their
writings (Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992).
The three ways in which power relationships have been transformed in
ethnographic writing classrooms will be discussed later in this chapter.

Cultural Diversity

Resource

The Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group (1992,1993; Floriani, 1993) has
documented the importance of a sense of community among teachers and students as a
key theoretical construct. This sense of community influences the range of possible
relationships and identities available to students in classrooms. The Santa Barbara
Classroom Discourse Group writes: “The sense of membership and affiliation within the
group” established in these classrooms supported and expanded students’ educational
opportunities (forthcoming, p. 3). These researchers analyzed how the community (both
classroom and home communities) became a resource to academic learning in a writing
process classroom that used an anthropological framework to research ancient
civilizations in two languages, English and Spanish. The ancient civilization project
became tied to family, community, and school goals.
Lives of Students and Their Families Promoted As Sources of Knowledge
In most instances where students worked as ethnographers of their own
communities, the relationship between the school and the community changed.
Community members were recognized as sources of knowledge and “as intellectual
resources to the core curricula” (Moll, 1992, p. 226). Among the educational implications
of this recognition is a redefining of the identity of community members in relationship to
students and teachers and to the schooling of youth. For example, when homework is
assigned and there is one authoritative answer expected, homework becomes a site where
families display competence in supplying that answer (Varenne, 1986). When students
act as ethnographers, parents, family members, friends, and community members

become knowledge bases for concepts in the curriculum (Heath, 1983; Moll, 1987).
Examples of how this actually happens can be found in the discussions that follow
below.
The research on engaging students-as-ethnographers suggests that it is a suc¬
cessful way of involving students in their communities and community members in
schools. One way that an ethnographic approach strengthens school-community relations
is by developing a stronger sense of the political life of a community; ethnography
provides a way of learning about the practices of being a citizen. For example, in the
Bronx, student ethnographers investigating pollution in their community identified a large
percentage of children with birth defects living in a neighborhood where hazardous waste
material was stored improperly. The group, who became known as the Toxic Avengers,
wrote letters to the editor and to elected and company officials; they petitioned the board
of directors demanding policy changes (Torres-Guzman, 1991). In the suburbs of
Philadelphia, students investigated community patterns of littering. In addition to writing
up the ethnographic report, they constructed and compared scientific charts and presented
these to the community at an informational meeting about recycling (DeLago, 1991). By
using ethnographic techniques, students constructed identities as citizens and gained
knowledge about the genres of talking and writing involved in taking political action.
Adolescents are motivated when school curricula focus on community problems.
For example, Mercado and Torres (1992) posed the question to their students, “What
would you like to learn about as part of this research project?” All of the students wanted
to investigate concerns they saw as real in their communities, including homelessness,
AIDS, and teen-age pregnancy, and the local impact of the national military budget In
addition, they wanted to find community resources that could help them to understand
their own growth and development as adolescents.
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Cultures need to transfer knowledge from current and past generations to future
generations. Ethnography is a way of systematically collecting remembrances,
recollections, and written and verbal accounts of experiences of older generations. By
acting as ethnographers in their communities, students become the written recorders of
the experiences of the older generations. They generate community, familial, and school
documents that become primary and secondary source historical documents for future
generations.4 Thus, ethnography serves as a step in the continuation of knowledge over
generations and as a way of preserving knowledge from oral traditions.
Ethnographic writing programs provide a framework for recognizing and
affirming diversity because the anthropological perspective of valuing diverse ways of
living and ‘ways with words’ seems to become established in these classrooms.
According to Robinson (1990), ethnography provides a theoretical framework for crosscultural conversations. However, there are only a few studies that have examined how
these cross-cultural perspectives become established (Heath, 1983; Egan-Robertson and
Bloome, forthcoming; Robinson, 1990; Schaafsma, 1994).
Teacher and student interactions within ethnographic writing classes have
challenged traditional authority relationships between school and community by affirming
the lives and cultural legacies of students, their families, and community members as
sources of academic knowledge (Bloome and Curry, forthcoming; Heath, 1983;
Gonzales, Moll, et al., 1993; Maybin, forthcoming; Mercado, 1992, forthcoming; Moll,
1992; Montero-Sieburth, forthcoming; Schaafsma, 1993; forthcoming; Torres,
forthcoming). An ethnographic approach to school literacy practices legitimizes
community ways of problem-solving and knowing. Part of this process involves making

4 One of the implications of using ethnography as a way of building a multicultural approach to
changing writing and literacy practices in school is that community texts (oral and written) cross the
boundary of the classroom and become school texts. New theoretical and pedagogical questions are raised
and need to be researched (see Egan-Robertson and Bloome, forthcoming). Among these are questions
about how schools of education need to train teachers.

community knowledge visible. Street (1990) argues that one of the central issues that
needs to be examined regarding the relationship between literacy practices and
personhood is the way in which school literacy is viewed as the privileged literacy to the
point where other literacy practices go unrecognized. Therefore, I include here a brief
discussion of community literacy practices.
Literacy Practices in Specific African-American Communities
Having lived in the Piedmont Carolinas over the course of a decade in a Black
working-class community called “Trackton” and a white working-class community called
“Roadville”, Shirley Brice Heath (1983) documents and describes, in Ways With Words:
Language, Life, and Work in Communities and Classrooms, how language is learned and
used in the two rural towns. She also contrasts these oral and literate traditions with those
of the townspeople. Black and white, who control the town's institutions. As a result of
her ethnography of communication, Heath broadened our understanding of the interplay
between oral and written language and of literacy and narrative as tools for social action.
In Trackton, “reading is a social activity” (1983, p. 196). Cooperative negotiation
of meaning is central across contexts, forms, and functions for literacy. Whether the
context is home, neighborhood, community, church or work, whether the form is
bulletin, brochure, sermon, scripture, or letter, whether the function is instrumental,
recreational, religious, news-related, or confirmational, literacy is situated within socialinteractional events characterized by an interplay between spoken and written discourse
processes. Emphasis is on the group construction of meaning, with individual, isolated
engagement with text viewed as anti-social.
In Trackton, space and time are not set aside for private, person-to-person
interactions through which literal, “decontextualized” meanings for objects and
occurrences are developed, as is the case in mainstream families. Rather, Trackton
children are exposed to a stream of public, contextualized, cooperative speech and literacy
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events in which the emphasis is on the imaginative use of language. As Heath (1982)
recounts the language learning of children in Trackton, the reader is struck by the stylistic
literary devices, such as alliteration, metaphor, hyperbole, and double entendre,
interwoven into speech and literacy events.
Inspired by Heath's work, Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) studied for five
years the literacy habits of inner-city families. Growing-Up Literate documents the
biographies of the participating families. The children in the families acted as
ethnographers by taking pictures of important events and people in their lives and
neighborhoods. Discussions about these pictures with Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines led to
valuable information about the contexts, forms, and uses of literacy in the Shay Avenue
neighborhood (in New Jersey). They found evidence which contradicts the stereotypical
belief that poor people are illiterate; indeed archives of writing and literacy artifacts were
maintained. Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines detail how poor people remain poor and the
circumstances in which they are caught. Yet, despite their difficulties, parents provide a
literate environment for their children and support their school-based literacy learning.
From studying the children’s writing, Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) argue for
changes in schools that reciprocate and build on the importance of family and community.
On the other hand, parental support cannot always overcome dysfunctional school
procedures. For example, in Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines' (1988) story of Ieshea's son,
Danny, who after being abused by a school authority decided to drop out, we find what
Sinclair and Ghory describe as “becoming marginal” (1987). Even with strong parental
support, students who are not viewed by the institution as successful learners can
internalize this message and become antagonistic toward school. Many eventually leave
school.

53

Literacy Practices in Specific Latino Communities
In his current study of community and classroom contexts for literacy learning,
Moll (1992; Gonzales, et al., 1993) describes the ‘funds of knowledge’ that characterize
the social networks and exchange of knowledge among working-class Mexicans in
Tucson, Arizona. Moll and his research team have identified hundreds of domains of
knowledge (e.g., agriculture, economics, marketing, science, medicine) within family
networks. Knowledge is not conceived of, nor treated as an individual trait or possession;
it is found in the social network of people’s activities. Moll and his colleagues have found
literacy to be “embedded in the acquisition and development of funds of knowledge.
Literacy is an unavoidable part of life in the social and economic context in which these
households function” (Moll, 1992, p. 223). Funds of knowledge and literacy are
embedded within the social matrix of the community and are closely tied to people’s
“social and labor histories.” For other accounts of literacy practices in various Latino
communities see, for example. Colon (1982), Flores, (1993), and Rockhill (1993), and
Turner (1991).
A Multicultural Conceptual Framework for School Literacy
Ethnography provides a perspective and method, a conceptual framework, for
students in their study of academic disciplines. For example, by using an ethnographic
approach in the study of United States history, students could trace contemporary issues
back through time, comparing the attitudes, beliefs, and values of current citizens
(gathered through participant observation and life history interviews) with those of
citizens from earlier eras (gathered from libraries and family diaries and records). They
could analyze, as Brodkey articulates, “who writes (and reads; who wrote and read)
what to whom, under what circumstances, and to what avail”. Students could ask
community members to answer questions such as that posed by Gadsden (1992): “What
are the literacy legacies of African Americans?”
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Such an approach differs radically from the traditional one, in which only
sanctioned accounts and interpretations are recognized. Traditionally, students are
consumers of approved texts written by professionals. To be considered successful,
students must display knowledge of the official interpretation. No new interpretation is
permitted and community members are not recognized as sources of knowledge. Writing
from an ethnographic perspective can influence and alter the traditional ideological
framework within classrooms by changing the dominant definitions of literacy, learning,
and history underlying the classroom practices promoted by the teacher. As Street (1990)
argues, it provides for the recording of competing versions of life at a particular historical
moment By using an ethnographic approach, the possibilities for constructing new
meanings are promoted and students are encouraged to position themselves in relation to
the study of history and literacy by (a) defining themselves as activists (DeLago, 1991;
Maybin, forthcoming; Montero-Sieburth, forthcoming; Schaafsma, 1993, forthcoming;
Torres-Guzman, 1991; Walsh, 1991); (b) acknowledging community members as
sources of knowledge (Bloome and Curry, forthcoming; Mercado, forthcoming; Torres,
forthcoming; Moll, 1992; Moll and Diaz, 1987); (c) acting as active participants in
constructing culture, history, and language (Heath, 1983; Maybin, forthcoming;
Montero-Sieburth, forthcoming; Robinson and Stock, 1990; Schaafsma, 1993; Wolfram,
forthcoming); (d) constructing interpretations of oral and generating written texts (Moll
and Diaz, 1987; Robinson and Stock, 1990; Schaafsma, 1994); and (e) defining
themselves as ethnographers (Heath, 1983; Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group,
1993; forthcoming).
According to Mercado (1992, forthcoming), a primary finding of the research on
student-as-ethnographers of their own communities indicates that students quickly learn
academic writing and discourse practices. The social context for learning is fundamentally
altered in these classrooms as are definitions of literacy and roles and relationships

teachers and students and between schools and communities. These programs construct a
multicultural, anti-racist classroom setting. This kind of context results in dramatically
improved educational outcomes. It is within this altered context that the purposes and
meanings for writing are constituted.
Writing is a recursive part of doing ethnography as the researcher tacks back and
forth between data collection and analysis. The researcher’s field notes serve as a primary
source of data. At the University of Pennsylvania Ethnography Conference, students
conducted ethnographic interviews of the professional researchers in attendance before
the session began. The students presented the conceptual framework they developed for
their research project, Researching Research, and discussed the issues raised during their
study and how they dealt with them (Mercado, et al., 1991).
Summary
This review of the literature suggests that while the number of ethnographic
writing programs is small, engaging students as ethnographers of their own communities
holds potential as a way of addressing alienation in the schooling of adolescents by
opening space for alternative views about personhood within classrooms.
Studies indicate that engaging students in research about their own communities
changed the relationships between school literacy activities and the social construction of
personhood. The literature suggests that these changes occurred because the nature of the
tasks, texts, and contexts established in such programs provided a cross-cultural
foundation for the teaching and learning of school-based writing. School literacy practices
in these writing programs were transformed to promote a multicultural personhood, a
sense of solidarity, and shared power. Cultural diversity and bilingualism were promoted
as resources in these classrooms for learning about oneself and others.
In ethnographic writing programs, it appears that relationships between students
and teachers are altered; a sense of collegiality between the two groups, built on the
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investigation of diversity, emerged when teachers and students acted as co-researchers.
The relationship between the school and community was also transformed: the lives of
students, their families, and community members became acknowledged as important
texts and sources of academic knowledge. Literacy practices in school were opened up to
validate literacy practices found in family and community settings.
However, to date, there have been few studies designed specifically to examine
the relationship between the construction of school literacy practices and personhood,
especially from a sociolinguistic theoretical framework. The extant literature suggests a
need for such studies in order to build our knowledge about relationships between literacy
practices in school and the construction of personhood for adolescents.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD

Overview of the Chapter
This dissertation is a study of relationships between literacy practices in school
and the social construction of personhood among a small group of female eighth graders
who acted as researchers of their own communities. The goal of this study was to
generate grounded theoretical constructs about relationships between the construction of
literacy practices in schools and the construction of personhood for adolescents. The four
research questions were:
1) How do literacy practices in school influence the construction of
personhood for adolescents?
2) How do the role relationships that are established in literacy practices in
school influence the social construction of personhood?
3) How do the social relationships that are established in literacy practices
in school influence the social construction of personhood?
4) How do the power relationships that are established in literacy practices
in school influence the social construction of personhood, with a focus on
alienation?
In the first section of this chapter, I present an overview of the project and of the
data collection and analysis. Second, I discuss the nature of the study by describing the
kind of ethnographic study this is. Third, I discuss the research design in detail. I provide
definitions of the analytical categories used for the microanalysis, a description of how
message units were identified, and a sample of how I mapped the social construction of
intertextuality.
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OveiYiew of the Project and of the Data Collection and Analysis
In this section, I provide a brief description of the project and of the data
collection and data analysis.
The Writing Club Project
To conduct the study, I implemented a students-as-ethnographers project, in
which students wrote ethnographic reports about their communities. The students-asethnographers project can best be called an instructional intervention, and is referred to as
the community writing club. This writing club was the focus of the study. The group met
for approximately three hours per week during the winter and spring of 1993. In this
report of the study, a writing club meeting refers to each time the group met There were
different types of activities associated with writing club meetings during different phases
of the writing project. For example, the students conducted interviews with community
members. These interview sessions, some of which occurred in the school library and
some at sites in the community, were considered a kind of writing club meeting. Chapter
4 presents a detailed description of the writing club project from my perspective as
facilitator.
Data Collection and Analysis
The study was designed in two phases. In the first phase of the study, I observed
an eighth-grade language arts teacher, focusing on the literacy practices across her four
classes. The second phase consisted of formation of the writing club and its subsequent
activities.
Nature of the Study
Traditional Ethnography to Native Ethnography
The landscape of ethnography has changed fundamentally over the past few
decades. Many criticisms have been raised for many reasons, helping ethnography grow
stronger as the changes ensued. Traditional concepts have been reexamined and
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redefined; new questions have been raised: What is valid ethnography? Who is
considered a valid ethnographer? Who can provide theoretical analyses? What agendas are
appropriate? What struggles and whose are important to investigate? Who has the power
and authority to investigate them? What makes an account ethnographic? How is
personhood constructed through ethnographic research and writing practices? (Cole,
1988; Galwatney, 1981; Street, 1990, forthcoming). This section provides a brief
discussion of changes in traditional ethnography and the emergence of what is often
referred to as native ethnography (Galwatney, 1981), or the ethnographic study of their
own communities by community member-researchers.
One dimension of the critique has centered around the hegemonic nature of
ethnographic reports. Coherence has traditionally characterized ethnographic accounts of
community life. This underlying theoretical assumption has been recently questioned by
study participants, who now more commonly read ethnographers’ accounts than was true
in the past Generalizations within and from ethnographic reports often result in a muting
of a multiplicity of perspectives within a community. Consequently, contemporary
ethnographies often emphasize the tensions surrounding the negotiation of norms
(Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Jones, 1988). For example, the sociolinguistic approach to
ethnography in this study emphasizes the multivocality of the endeavor, the political
nature of research, and the literacy practices involved.
Another area of change focuses on narrative conventions of ethnographic accounts
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1989; Kondo, 1990). Historically, these have been written in the
third person and the present tense. These writing strategies rendered the ethnographer
invisible and the account ahistorical. In contemporary accounts, ethnographers situate
themselves within the research, thus acknowledging that they are participants in the study
and profoundly affect the information available to them and the interpretation they
construct. Contemporary ethnographers use the past tense in their writing, recognizing
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each piece of work as an account about a particular group of people written by a particular
ethnographer at a particular historical moment
Another change within ethnography is a move toward an interdisciplinary
approach, adding to the vigorous and ongoing dialogue about what constitutes
ethnographic writing. Holloway’s (1991) The Thursday Ladies is an elegant, important
example of an ethnographic account, based on autobiographical experiences, of the
context for living and learning to read under apartheid in the United States.
One of the questions being asked is whether ethnographic writing is a genre. The
work of Cole (in Bell-Scott, et al., 1991), Galwatney (1981) and Geertz (1988) has
contributed significantly to this discussion. Cole has influenced a new generation of
scholars to conduct interdisciplinary research, thus opening the genres for reports of
findings. Geertz (1988) is known for his work on genre-blurring, noting as early as 1973
the positive implications of traditional disciplinary boundaries being crossed. Among the
positive results he discusses at length is the improved quality of ethnographic writing.
Implicit in Galwatney’s (1981) work, which is discussed below, is the question of whose
genres are appropriate. Ethnographers have always built interpretations based upon the
narratives gathered through fieldwork. He argues vigorously that the narratives of
Drylongso, ordinary Black people, are ethnographic in nature: to survive in American
society is to theorize about race relations based on personal experiences of racism.
Ethnographers have traditionally studied foreign cultures. Harold Miner (1956)
provided a seminal account of Body Ritual among the Nacirema (American spelled
backward), showing how absurd ethnographers can make “others” appear through their
outsider* perspective. Traditional ethnographic dichotomies such as insider and outsider,
emic and etic, self and other, researcher and informant, objectivity and subjectivity were
challenged.

Critical to these changes was the acknowledgment of the fundamentally multiracial
and multicultural nature of United States’ culture. As researchers began studying their
own communities, issues of dominance and nondominance were made visible. The focus
of native anthropology is the examination of personhood in United States’ society:
Galwatney (1981) argues that racism, although an often hidden or ignored aspect of our
culture within institutions, is an inherent factor in all of our lives. Within the community
of Drylongso, the struggle for personhood has framed the context of African Americans*
experiences, resulting in a rich legacy of resistance to dominant cultural practices around
the construction of attitudes and assumptions about race and racism. Galwatney (1981)
argues for “a theory of native anthropology”, stating that a theoretical framework is an
essential characteristic of the field and that a new one is needed that addresses the multiple
and complex relationships involved in doing ethnography. The goal of native
anthropology is to gain significance for:
The consideration of perspectives, philosophies, and systems of logic
generated by populations which are usually expected to produce only
unrefined data for the omniscient, powerful stranger to interpret could
augment the vital elements of diversity and accuracy which are prime
prerequisites of a truly post-colonial anthropology (1981, p. xxx).
Some anthropologists challenge the emphasis on theory, saying that it reinforces
unequal relationships between the researcher and informants. However, Galwatney’s
(1980) work provides an alternative perspective. The decision to include participants*
narratives without interpretation yet organized around themes of core Black values reflects
the perspective of native anthropology Galwatney is proposing. The participants in
Galwatney’s study are not just providing data for trained anthropologists to interpret, he
argues. Rather, they are theorizing and engaging in the actual essence of the ethnographic
endeavor.
The changing landscape of ethnography provides an important framework for
interpreting and explaining the students’ work as ethnographers. The students’
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comparative perspective is within culture and subculture, not solely across cultures.
Additionally, recognizing students as theorists is central to teacher and student co¬
research, as is viewing student ethnographic writing as important to the field. The
students* ethnographic research can be viewed as a kind of native anthropology such as
that called for by Galwatney (1981) and Jones (1988). Rather than exporting knowledge
of a community for use by others, ethnographic research becomes a way for people to
reflect on their own communities by developing a better understanding of the cultural
dynamics in which they live. This stance is a controversial one; many traditional
anthropologists question whether students can validly be considered ethnographers and
their accounts ethnographic.
Studying the Students* Native Ethnography
In this section, I explain the theoretical framework of my study, which is a
sociolinguistic ethnography. Figure 3.1 depicts the relationship between my study and
those carried out by the students. Later, I discuss concepts that the students found as part
of their inquiry that I then employed in my study.
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Analysis
Figure 3.1

Relationship Between Studies

Sociolineuistic Ethnography
The study was grounded in sociolinguistic ethnography, deriving principles from
theorists and researchers such as Bakhtin (1981); Bloome (1989); Cazden (1988); Green
and Wallat (1981); Gumperz (1972); Hymes (1974); and Street (1993). These principles
are described below. A sociolinguistic approach to the study of literacy practices and
personhood served the goals of this study well. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, people
socially construct literacy and personhood through their ongoing interactions. These
interactions reveal the cultural ideology of the specific setting in which they occur, as well
as the social, political, economic, and historical ideologies of the broader communities
and society in which they are embedded.
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As in the general field of ethnography, changes also have occurred in
sociolinguistic ethnography. In addition to changes resulting from the broader social
context, a researcher now expects to make revisions to the theoretical framework he or
she is using as part of the investigation (Peacock, 1986). For example, Heath (1983)
extended Hymes’ (1974) ethnography of communication theory when she identified a
literacy event as a particular kind of speech event involving social and cultural meanings
and practices. Street (1984), who builds on Heath’s notion of literacy event, further
extended Hymes* theoretical approach by adding a conceptual framework that
foregrounds issues of power and ideology. In this section, I discuss these evolutionary
changes within sociolinguistic ethnography in order to lay out the theoretical framework
of the study.
Writing and Literacy As Communication
Writing and literacy are modes of communication. As such, people use them in
interaction with others to take social action to meet their goals. Hymes (1974) posits that
communication is the material of social and cultural life and therefore must be studied in
use in moment-to-moment interaction. Fundamental to understanding writing and literacy
as communication is understanding their positioning in a particular speech community,
situation, event, ritual, or routine in a particular place, at a particular point in time.
Studying communication within bounded episodes facilitates the unraveling of the
patterned cultural system constructed by group members. Examining literacy within
events is a research strategy, from which generalizations can be drawn about cultural
practices within a community. This strategy provides a productive starting point for this
investigation; however, there are limitations to it As noted earlier in this chapter, recent
changes in ethnography have highlighted the centrality of notions of power and ideology
to the study of cultural practices.
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Hymes provides a theoretical framework for investigating the great diversity of
communicative practices (including writing and literacy practices). Often summarized as
“Who is speaking (reading, writing) to whom, where, when, and for what purposes?”,
his model for “studying the interaction of language and social life” provides a series of
questions about the social units involved in communicative acts. The social units
employed include:
setting, which refers to the speech event or situation;
participants, which relates to the identities promoted by members within the group
ends, which has to do with the goals or outcomes, both accomplished and desired
by participants
act sequences, which means the forms, meanings, and functions of the actions
taken within the setting by participants
key, which refers to the tone(s) within the event (e.g., humorous, task-oriented)
instrument, which concerns paralinguistic actions such as gestures
norms, which pertains to expectations regarding interaction and interpretation; and
genres, which raises questions about whether there are organized routines within
the setting.
Thus, the meaning of any particular oral or written text is not located in the text
itself but is negotiated by people in dynamic relation to the norms for interaction and
interpretation which participants in a speech or literacy event either maintain or challenge
(B loo me & Egan-Robertson, 1993).
Heath (1982b) identified literacy events as occasions during which writing is the
source of communication among people. She describes literacy events as having protean,
or ever-shifting, shapes in modem societies and argues that participants need to learn
whether speech or writing takes precedence in specific events:
[A literacy event is] a conceptual tool useful in examining ... the co¬
existing relationships between spoken and written language. A literacy
event is any occasion in which a piece of writing is integral to the nature of
participants’ interactions and their interpretive processes.... A literacy
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event can then be viewed as any action sequence, involving one or more
persons in the production and/or comprehension of print, in which literacy
plays a role (p. 350-352).
Literacy is a social construction: through talk and other linguistic systems (e.g.,
prosody, nonverbal signals such as gestures, eye gaze, posture, etc.) people build
interpretations of texts, establish roles, structure relationships, and develop rules for
participation in literacy events. The work of researchers such as Bloome (1989), Heath
(1983), Gadsden (1992), Robinson and Stock (1990), Solsken (1993), and Street (1984;
1993a) reflects recent attempts within anthropology to better explain issues of power
embedded within communicative events. To reflect this understanding, Street (1984)
extended Heath’s (1982) concept of literacy event to literacy practices. The term literacy
practices is intended to foreground awareness of power relationships embedded within
the social contexts of literacy. Indeed, the term indicates that literacy practices are not
neutral and can not be defined in an a priori manner. Literacy is defined by people
through their interactions in specific settings. As people use literacy, they also negotiate
and renegotiate roles and relationships which are multidimensional, involving family,
community, class, ethnic, racial, and gender identities.
Social Context. I adopted Street’s use of the term social context in the design of
this study. He writes that social context is understood “to include the study of kinship
systems, conceptual systems, political structures, habitat, and economy, etc., which are
seen as ‘systems’ and analyzed in terms of function and structure” (Street, 1993a, p. 11).
This use of the term social context is important because, in the United States, the cultures
of poor people and people of color are often rendered invisible within institutional
systems.
Cultural Ideology. The sociolinguistic approach in this study allowed me to make
visible the moment-by-moment social context built within the instructional settings. It
provided a framework for me to examine the way in which status, roles, values, and
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norms were negotiated through writing club interactions and to relate these to the wider
systems as Street (1993) emphasizes. The approach to cultural ideology taken in this study
extends Bloome’s and Egan-Robertson’s (1993) theorizing about the intertextual nature of
language. I examined which texts gained academic and social significance in the writing
club, describing the literacy practices established there.
The Research Design
In this section, I describe the research design. The major goal here is to provide a
description of the various components of the study.
The design of the study, based on Spradley’s (1980) funnel model, is represented
in Figure 3.2 below. As the figure shows, I began looking at the teacher across her four
language arts classes, developing an ethnographic analysis of the literacy practices there. I
then narrowed the focus of the study to an examination of the literacy practices within the
community writing club that I formed as an instructional intervention. Toward the end of
the study, I continued to analyze the literacy practices in the writing club. However, I
broadened the study’s focus to look again at the students and the literacy practices in the
language arts classroom. It is important to note that the students who joined the writing
club were not observed in an in-depth manner in the first phase of the study. The focus of
the first phase was on the English language arts teacher and the literacy practices
established in her four classes.
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Figure 3.2

Ethnographic Study of Literacy Practices in School
and Personhood

In the next section, I discuss each technique of the research design and describe
the corpus of data, telling what data there are and how much of each type. Data collection
included (a) gathering data on the setting and participants, (b) using the techniques of
observing participants and being an observed participant, (c) writing field notes and
researcher’s diary, (d) audiotaping or videotaping all community writing club meetings
and selectively taping interactions in the language arts classroom, (e) ethnographic
interviewing, and (f) gathering written texts.
Data Collection On the Setting and Participants
I collected data on each aspect of the setting (the school, the classroom, the
community, the writing club) and each group of participants (the classroom teacher, the
English language arts class, and the small group of students who became the focus of the
study). The data included demographic data, achievement information, the collection of
artifacts, and data generated through participant observation, field notes, videotaping, and
formal and informal interviews.

69

Participant Observation and Observant Participation. Upon entering the field
during the first phase of the study, I established an active role in the school community. A
critical aspect of this role was becoming the informants’ apprentice. Like other
ethnographers, I assumed a role of learner and viewed group members as sources of
knowledge about their ways of believing, communicating, doing, feeling, interpreting,
and knowing. My goal was to learn from the teacher and students how and why they do
things as they do. This anthropological strategy is known as participant observation
(Spradley, 1979). This first phase can best be described as providing background
information for the second and more important segment of the study. My role as
participant observer provided me with access to students who were interested in joining a
writing club. The first phase of the study occurred between October, 1992 and February,
1993. Over this four-month time period, I was on the site for approximately two and a
half hours each school day.
The second phase of the study constituted the major focus of my research. It
occurred between February and June, 1993. My role as researcher shifted dramatically
when I facilitated an ethnographic writing program. During this period, I became an
observant-participant. This term was introduced by Florio-Ruane to account for recent
changes within anthropology wherein the researcher is studying one’s own culture (cited
by Erickson, 1991). While I was a newcomer to this particular setting, I am a United
States citizen and a veteran educator, with extensive experience in urban education. The
term observant-participant also captures the role of the student ethnographers as they
researched their communities. The instructional intervention was designed to respond
daily to student input There were clear tensions in the various roles I took up within this
study; however, I viewed these tensions as productive.
Field Notes and Researcher’s Diarv. I systematically recorded observations in
field notes, which comprise a significant part of the data used by ethnographers to
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understand a group. My field notes include several types: descriptions of literacy
practices; theoretical notes about patterns related to emerging theoretical ideas;
methodological notes about the way data were collected, noting changes in research
design as a response to the setting (e.g., schedule changes resulting in a change in
collection plan or research design). A special type of field notes is referred to as the
researcher’s diary. My reseacher’s diary consisted of personal notes about my feelings
and reactions to the scene.
Corpus of Data. In this section, I describe the corpus of data, focusing on the
various kinds of data and how much of each type of data was collected.
Audiotaping and Videotaping. A tape recorder and/or a video camera were used
to record all meetings of the community writing club. The purpose of taping writing club
sessions was to capture the verbal and nonverbal interactions of participants in order to
generate an emic, or insiders’, analysis of the social construction of literacy practices and
personhood. The recordings allowed for a moment-by-moment analysis of participants*
interactions.
Formal and Informal Ethnographic Interviews. I formally and informally
interviewed the community writing club members. The purpose of these interviews was
to gain insights about their participation in the group. The interviews also focused on
students’ writing. In addition, the students’ interviews of community members provided
a major part of the data. These interviews were audiotaped and transcribed to provide a
written record both as part of the students’ research and as a part of my research of their
inquiry process.
I interviewed the language arts teacher to gain insight into classroom organization,
the purpose of various classroom routines and activities, the course content, and her
views about the teaching and learning of writing and literacy. I also had informal

interviews, or conversations, with students, teacher, and community members on a
regular basis.
I maintained a file for each participant, including tapes and transcriptions, and
signed consent forms.
Collection of Written Texts. I kept a copy of all student written texts generated as
part of their activity within the community writing club. Students’ writing included
research questions, interview questions, field notes, logs, conceptual memos, and an
ethnographic report.
Data Analysis
In this section, I discuss the three primary methods of data analysis employed in
this study: thematic, textual and microethnographic. Each method makes a distinct yet
overlapping contribution to the analysis. Figure 3.3 illustrates the connections among the
five methods of data collection and the three methods of analysis. In the rest of this
section, I describe in detail how I conducted the data analysis.

Thematic
Textual
(Represen¬
tation of
Person and
Recursivity)
Microethno¬
graphic

Audiotapes
& Videotapes
of Meetings

Student
Writing

Field Notes
of Meetings

Researcher’s
Diary

Taped
Interviews
with
Students

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Figure 3.3

Data Collection and Analysis
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Textual Analysis
A textual analysis was conducted on the written texts the students produced,
including all transcripts of the students’ interviews of community members. The
transcriptions of these interviews became reading material, available to the students for
the development of their own ethnographic reports. One goal of the textual analysis was
to determine the students* perspectives: their values, attitudes, feelings, their meanings or
purposes for writing, and the categories within which they were operating. Toward this
aim, I identified themes in their texts and analyzed the connections between their written
texts and other texts, particularly those generated by the community members in response
to the students* questions. I charted the reappearance of community members’ words,
ideas, and meanings for and uses of literacy in the various kinds of student writing
(questions, field notes, ethnographic reports). This process of analysis involved coding
each piece of writing based on topics, themes, and connections to other texts. Once I
completed the textual analysis of the students’ writing, I examined other data sources,
including transcripts of audio- and videotapes from writing club meetings, to support or
disprove my conclusions.
Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis involves the identification of patterns within key events. I
logged each audio- or videotape (totaling about 45 hours of taped data), noting who was
speaking to whom about what, in reference to what, when and where, for what purposes,
and with what outcomes. Logging the tapes involved identifying categories (e.g., looking
for patterns in topics raised by students across turns, across events). As I listened to the
tapes and made notes, I recorded the counter numbers and wrote a log entry, briefly
describing what was on a particular segment of the tape. This allowed me to find specific
segments of the tape for further listening and analysis. I listened to key segments and
tapes several times, each time listening for a different purpose and theme.
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During the study, I wrote regular conceptual memos based on a re-reading of my
field notes and my logs. Each conceptual memo consisted of two to three pages in which
I discussed major themes, documenting my insights into the data. The series of
conceptual memos served, along with the generation of field notes and logs, as a record
of ongoing and recursive analysis throughout the study. The series of conceptual memos
also helped me to select segments of audiotapes and videotapes to transcribe in their
entirety (Heath, class communication, November, 1991; Spradley, 1980).

MiracttopgapMc Analysis
The audiotapes or videotapes made of all writing club meetings were analyzed
based on sociolinguistic theory about language. My conceptual orientation expands
Bloome’s and my work (1993) on the social construction of intertextuality. A
sociolinguistic microethnographic analysis of student and facilitator conversations and of
the students’ interviews of community members showed the social construction of
intertextuality and the cultural ideology established within the group. The study proceeded
upon the assumption that as people socially interact they establish intertextual
relationships which are proposed, recognized, acknowledged, and assigned social
significance. In other words, people’s interactions constitute a social context which
reveals broader societal norms and values. A microethnographic analysis of select
transcripts from the corpus of data made visible the cultural ideology constructed by the
group through their social interactions. The cultural ideology consists of two aspects: (1)
intertextual substance, the texts which are related to each other, and (2) intertextual
processes, how texts are recognized, acknowledged, and assigned social significance
(Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993). The microanalysis also focused on the way the
cultural ideology of the group relates to the broader society. The study extends this work
on intertextuality and uses it as an analytical tool to investigate the relationship between

the social construction of school literacy practices and personhood for a group of
adolescent ethnographers studying their own communities.
Transcription of Tapes. I adapted methodological tools developed by Bloome
(1989), Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993), and Green and Wallat (1981) to present indepth microanalyses of several representative transcripts. The first step in generating such
an analysis was the mapping of select transcripts. It is important to note that while the
transcripts are verbatim, the meaning of any particular message is not located in the words
spoken but in the interaction between interlocutors. Meaning is influenced by nonverbal
cues such as prosody, intonation, facial expression, etc. (Green & Wallat, 1981).
Description of Message Units. A message unit is the smallest unit of meaning in a
spoken text. In making the transcripts, individual message units were determined by
listening for changes in intonation patterns, volume, pauses, and gestures. At the places
where these changes were heard, the boundaries of the units were located. Figure 3.4
demonstrates this process.

Line

Speaker

23

IA:

24

Message Unit

Contextualizanon (Cues)

Well,

Rising intonation

you’ve done your research

Falling intonation on ‘‘research” and
a pause.

25

and you remember everything that Pace decreases and intonation falls
was said.

on “said”.

26

right?

Rising intonation.

27

So vou

Falling intonation, pause.

28

just speak the way that they did.

Slows pace, pause.

29

to you.

Heavy stress on “you”, pause.

30

the people that you interviewed.

Decrease in volume on
“interviewed”, pause.

31

Just tell their storv

Intonation drops on “story”

32

the way that they told it to you.

Rising intonation on “you”.

33

It’s almost like just pretending that pause

34

you are them.

pause

35

Or that the situation is vours.

pause

36

as opposed to somebody else’s.

pause

Figure 3.4

Determination of Message Units

The transcripts were also mapped to describe message units: identifying the
initiator (speaker) of a message unit, the form (e.g., question, statement), and functions
(e.g., initiating, informing, setting agenda, clarifying) of each message unit. The
functions are explained in the Appendix. This way of describing each message is based
on Bloome’s (1989; Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993) work, which builds on the work

of Green and Wallat (1981). An example from the data is included in the “Mapping the
Social Construction of Intertextuality” section of this chapter, it will help to clarify the
process of describing message units as well. However, first I provide further background
on how I coded the transcripts and developed the analytical categories.
Coding the Transcripts. I adapted Bloome’s and my (1993) coding and charting
system to examine these data for the relationship between literacy practices and
personhood, or what it meant to be a person in the setting of the writing club, adding
some categories and eliminating or consolidating others, to reflect the data in this study.
As mentioned above, an example of the adapted intertextuality chart, illustrating the data
analysis, follows in the “Mapping the Social Construction of Intertextuality” section of
this chapter. However, I begin by describing how I developed the categories, providing
definitions and examples of each from the data.
The chart labels the line number for message-by-message description, speaker,
addressee, the form of message, the interactional function or strategy of the message, the
intertextual dimensions and levels, and literacy issues. I have used the same definitions
that Bloome and I used in earlier work (1993). See the Appendix for definitions of these
categories.
Adaptation of Intertextuality Chart. In charting the transcripts, seven additional
interactional strategies were identified: clarifying; setting agenda; affirming/validating;
instructing; confirming; focusing; and performing.
In ethnographic studies, the researcher reads widely from related literature prior to
entering the field. Chapters 1 and 2 presented a synthesis of scholarship on personhood,
which suggested that studies of personhood need to: (1) be cross-cultural; (2) recognize
the salience of race as a dynamic dimension of personhood in our racialized society; (3)
include, in their analysis, how social, political, economic, and historical relationships are
structured; (4) appreciate African values; (5) demonstrate a commitment to the elimination
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of oppression; and (6) acknowledge the importance of (auto)biographical experiences as a
basis for theorizing about social and political life. I kept these six dimensions in mind
when informing and directing the writing club, although much of the direction came from
the students themselves and the people they interviewed. Therefore, the emic, or the
writing club’s, perspective was strongly influenced by my juxtaposing, recognizing,
acknowledging, and assigning social significance to these dimensions. The purpose in
raising this point here is that this perspective influenced the design of the study,
particularly as I took on the roles of researcher and facilitator.
Throughout the analysis of the data, as is typical in ethnographic studies, I
continued to tack back and forth between the data and the literature in forming and
refining categories of analysis. To identify the categories in the data, I drew upon
scholarship from a number of disciplines: anthropology/sociology (DuBois, 1969;
Galwatney, 1981; Steady, 1981, 1987), history (Berry, 1972; Franklin, 1969; Giddens,
1984), literacy studies (Foster, 1992; Gadsden, 1992), multicultural education (Grant and
Sleeter, 1987; Ladson-Billings, 1992; Nieto, 1992), literary studies (Carby, 1987;
Flores, 1993; Gates, 1991; Morrison, 1987), and race theory (West, 1993). Chapter 2
provided an overview of this scholarship. The set of categories labeled in the chart under
“Community-based Literacy Strategies” emerged. Following the definitions of the
categories, I provide a segment of data to show how I coded the transcripts. The
definitions of these categories are:
To reconstruct culture, history, and language: Grant and Sleeter (1987) discuss
the importance of relearning culture and history as a way of contesting the dominant
Euro-centric male version promoted in schooling. They refer to this as multicultural
education that is social reconstructionist. In other words, it is education intended to
reconstruct social and institutional practices which are oppressive along various aspects of
personhood.
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To examine personal experience as a wav of contesting oppression: As discussed
in Chapter 2, Galwatney’s (1981) study of personhood from the standpoint of core Black
values shows that, within the African-American community, people analyze their
experiences based on racial hierarchies, examining views about humanity and parameters
of exclusion and inclusion. Part of analyzing personal experience is the way that aspects
of oppression-such as race, gender, and class-overlap. For example, writing about how
she learned to analyze her experiences as an African American woman. Brown (1991)
draws on Dill:
African American women were forced to define themselves and to develop
new definitions of womanhood—those definitions coming out of the
dialectics of their lives. African American women have lived lives filled
with contradictions and have formed a meaning for themselves and their
people out of those contradictions, (p. 84)
To ask questions and To tell stories to contest oppression: Asking questions and
telling stories are processes involved in reconstructing culture and history, analyzing
experience, and researching and writing. Gates (1989) describes the importance of
storytelling and asking questions within the African American tradition:
Telling ourselves our own stories-interpreting the nature of our world to
ourselves, asking and answering epistemological and ontological
questions in our own voices and on our own terms - has as much as any
single factor been responsible for the survival of African Americans and
their culture, (p. 17)
To share knowledge to contest oppression: Sharing knowledge involves analysis
of how race, class, and gender, all aspects of personhood, intersect (Steady, 1981,
1987). By telling others what you have learned, knowledge is conveyed for the purpose
of reconstructing ways of thinking about oneself, one’s community, society, history, and
knowledge.
An example of these five categories is evident in playwright Irma Ashton’s
introduction of herself to the students:
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1.

My main goal as an artist is

2.

to give back to my community,

3.

to the African-American community,

4.

to the youth

5.

and to give back

6.

to youth of all races

7.

what I’ve learned about myself

8.

and about my people.

9.

And about how I fit into the scheme of things

10.

in America as an American citizen.

11.

I'm an advocate to dismantle racism in this country,

12.

because I think it's very dangerous.

13.

It hurts people.

14.

It kills people.

15.

It's a monster.

16.

It's a very dangerous element

17.

that we have in our society.

18.

So

19.

as an artist

20.

and as an African-American woman,

21.

that is my main goal:

22.

to use my art to eradicate racism

23.

as best as I can.

24.

The way that I do it is by giving knowledge,

25.

giving up the knowledge

26.

to you and to you,
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27.

so that you can take it back to your community

28.

and to your friends

29.

and to your parents

30.

and say,

31.

‘You know what I learned today?’

32.

‘Guess what I found?’

In this example, when Ashton says, “I’m an advocate to dismantle racism in this
country” in line 11, she exemplifies the category of reconstructing culture, history, and
language. Eliminating racism, in other words, involves a reconstruction of attitudes,
assumptions, values, and beliefs about oneself and others. Additionally, the word
"dismantle" signals the importance of changing institutional structures and practices
which reflect historically dominant and contemporary manifestations of racial ideologies.
In lines 7-10, her remark, “What I’ve learned about myself, and how I fit into the
scheme of things in America as an American citizen” refers to analyzing personal
experience. An important aspect of analyzing one’s personal experience is looking at the
way that forms of oppression overlap. This overlap is embedded in Ashton statement “as
an African-American woman” in line 20. In the paragraph previous to the one offered for
analysis here, Ashton had talked about the current theater production in which she
portrayed Ida B. Wells. Carby (1987) and Giddings (1984) examined Wells* writing and
her analysis of the overlap of racial and gender ideologies, and how she used her writing
as an intervention to alter prevailing ideologies.
The asking of questions, embedded in several places in this transcript, is a way
one shares knowledge. Sharing knowledge (“giving back” in lines 2 and 5 and “giving
knowledge” in lines 24-25) is highlighted; Ashton engages community members in
dialogue about racism through her art. She extends an invitation to her audiences (lines
26-32) to engage in dialogue about racism for the shared purpose of dismantling it.

thereby reconstructing culture, history, and language. A major strategy’ for eliminating
racism is to ask people in the community’ if they want to know what she has learned about
this important topic. Implicated in the question, then, is the telling of the story' of what
she found.
The other key adaptation to the intertextuality chart concerns literacy issues. Two
key literacy' issues identified were recursivity and representation. Sometimes, these were
noted explicidy in people’s talk; typically, however, they were embedded. Recursivity
refers to the continuous referencing of other texts. For example, in the first line of the
segment appearing in the next section, when Ashton asked DeLayne about her research,
she’s referring her to earlier events and interactions in her research process. The
continuous referencing of other texts collected through the research process is
conceptualized in a spiraling manner, researchers, particularly those using ethnography,
return to the same data over and over, yet each return is never to the exact same point,
because analysis has been performed and thus influences further analysis.
Representation refers to discussion of issues surrounding die characterization of
people in text production, oral and written. The chan is not marked in places where
people are simply representing others in texts. In the following transcript, in lines 27
through 34, Ashton is responding to a question DeLayne had asked regarding how “to
put it (the report writing) in their place.” DeLayne was asking for Ashton’s guidance on
how to represent the people she interviewed.
Mapping the Social Construction of Intertextuality. The intertextuality charts
show who does the proposing, w'here a proposal is acknowledged and recognized, where
it gains social significance, and what that social significance is constructed to be.
Some of the complexity of how' texts were juxtaposed, acknowledged, recognized
and assigned social significance or meaning within the group is conveyed through
charting the intertextual dimensions referenced. For example, texts were written or read at
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earlier meetings; information was collected at interview sessions with neighbors; written
correspondence was sent to Ashton. The intertextual dimensions section of the chart
documents forms which reappear across participants’ speech and writing: words,
phrases, sentences, question, topic, theme, story. The chart documents the recursive
intertextual processes of source and location in ethnographic genres: research questions,
writing on topic, interview questions, field notes, memos/letters,
conversations/conferences, transcripts, book prospectus, final ethnographic report,
quoting in report.
Mapping the social construction of intertextuality involved identifying where a
proposal was made in an instructional conversation and where and how it was recognized
and acknowledged, or taken up. This process continued to involve the identification of
the forms and functions of interactional units described above (Bloome, 1989).
Lastly, mapping the social construction of intertextuality involved describing the
social consequences of intertextuality. As Bloome and I (1993) wrote, “This requires
identification of the social positioning and other social work done through the social
construction of intertextuality as well as identifying the role the intertextuality plays in the
construction of the ongoing event”. In this study, the social consequences of
intertextuality included students’ positioning themselves as ethnographers, as agents of
social change, and as a multiracial group of female teenagers seeking ways to address
community problems.
The following excerpt1 is mapped in the chart that follows. In addition, I describe
the charting process in the subsequent section.

l A full analysis of Transcript #5 is provided in Chapter 5.
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Excerpt from Transcript #5
24.

IA:

You’ve done your research

25.

and you remember everything that was said.

26.

right?

27.

So you speak the way that they did.

28.

to you.

29.

the people that you interviewed.

30.

Just tell their story

31.

the way that they told it to you.

32.

It’s almost like just pretending that you are them.

33.

Or that the situation is yours.

34.

as opposed to somebody else’s.

35.

DM:

Okay.

36.

IA:

Does that make sense?

37.

DM:

Mmm-hmm!
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Describing the Social Construction of Intertextualitv
The intent in this section is to use the fourteen lines from Transcript #5 to show
how I charted the data. I begin at the top of Table 1, and provide a description and
interpretation of what each line could show me. These patterns repeated themselves over
and over again in broad sections of the data, making the interpretation stronger and
stronger. Previous to this excerpt from a longer segment, analyzed at length in Chapter 5,
DeLayne, a writing club member, had proposed an agenda, asking Ashton to help her
write her report “in their place,” in other words, presenting her findings in dramatic form.
The focus of Ashton’s comments is on how to represent in writing the people DeLayne
has interviewed; therefore, the literacy issue of representation is starred for each message
unit. Additionally, Ashton’s comments convey knowledge about how a researcher within
the political theater revisits material she has gathered over and over again; therefore,
recursivity is marked for each message unit. Story, topic/theme, sentences/question, and
words/phrases are all marked for each message unit because Ashton conveys to DeLayne
that using each of these intertextual dimensions of people’s talk is part of writing “in their
place.”
In line 24, Ashton acknowledges DeLayne’s agenda. A social consequence of this
acknowledgment is that Ashton defines DeLayne as a researcher. In line 25, Ashton goes
on to define DeLayne as a recorder of detailed information (you remember everything
they said to you) from the people she has interviewed. In line 26, Ashton confirms that
indeed DeLayne has completed these activities, providing DeLayne with the opportunity
to position herself as a researcher and recorder. Ashton goes on to define DeLayne as a
storyteller (lines 27-31) and as an actor (lines 32-34). In lines 35 and 37, DeLayne
defines herself as a researcher, recorder, storyteller, and actor, all roles involved in
researching and writing within the political theatre.
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Ashton’s response to Delayne’s agenda-setting is that Ashton repositions
DeLayne as a researcher and community member, rather than as a student and member of
the school. DeLayne also repositions herself in these ways, having successfully
negotiated knowledge from Ashton about how to represent her neighbors by writing “in
their place.”
This interaction took place during Ashton’s third meeting with the writing club
members. She agreed to this third meeting in response to the group members* invitation
to provide guidance to them as they wrote up their reports.
Reconstructing culture, history, and language is marked on the intertextuality
chart because Ashton is teaching community-based literacy strategies in response to
DeLayne’s question about practices within the African-American and multiracial political
theater. Ashton established in her first meeting with the students that her work in the
theater involved dismantling racism, a cultural concept embedded in institutional
practices. In this interaction, DeLayne is gaining access in school to ways of using
language to represent and find knowledge.
Descriptive. Interpretive, and Explanatory Analyses. In the microanalysis, I
employ Fairclough’s (1989) notion of three levels of analysis: description, interpretation,
and explanation. Line-by-line descriptions characterize the text. Interpretations relate to
the immediate social context, the immediate situation, including the social relations of the
people within the group. When I discuss a line in terms of the broader social context
(Street, 1993), that is an explanation. The following is an example of each level of
analysis.
Description:

In line 4, Ashton repeats what DeLayne said.

Interpretation: In doing so, Ashton positioned DeLayne as a researcher in response to
DeLayne’s repositioning herself as a researcher in her previous comment.
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Explanation:

Redefining oneself involves a shift in power, asserting one’s identity
becomes an intervention in reconstructing culture, one’s place in history.
Literacy becomes a way of intervening to counter cultural practices that
result in alienation, given Carby’s and Street’s (1993) discussion of
literacy and personhood.

The three levels of analysis I use are consistent with those Fairclough (1989)
employs, although I do not use all of Fairclough’s concepts. Given that the microanalysis
is line-by-line, I provide the three levels of analysis simultaneously.
Summary
In this chapter, I have discussed the theoretical framework of this study,
described the research design and the way I analyzed the data. The study is a
sociolinguistic ethnography of a middle school students-as-ethnographers project,
examined in terms of literacy and personhood. The goal was to generate grounded
theoretical constructs about relationships between literacy and personhood. I described
each type (textual, thematic, and microethnographic) and level (descriptive, interpretive,
and explanatory) of analysis conducted. The focus is on extending Bloome’s and EganRobertson’s work on the social construction of intertextuality by using it to examine
relationships between literacy and personhood.
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CHAPTER 4
DESCRIPTION OF THE VEGA COMMUNITY WRITING CLUB

The purpose of this chapter is to provide readers with sufficient detail as a context
for understanding Chapters 5 and 6. The chapter is not intended to present an analysis of
the research questions. The chapter presents a description of the writing project for readers
who are interested in how the instructional intervention of the students-as-ethnographers
project was carried out. The narrative presented in this chapter is written from my
perspective as facilitator-researcher.
Background on the School and the Students1
The Vega School opened in the mid-seventies in the city of Riverside as an urban
K - 6 school, expanding to include seventh and eighth grades a year before this study
took place. Housed within the same building are various community programs, such as a
community music school, a branch of the public library, a pool, and an adult literacy
program.
The members of the community writing club reflect the multiracial and
multicultural diversity of the school population. Felicita Bermudez identified herself as
Puerto Rican; Shanae Lester as African American, Cherokee, and Puerto Rican; DeLayne
Monson as African American and Blackfoot; Marielis Flores as Puerto Rican and white;
Sandra Verne as Puerto Rican and French; and Denise Yothers as white. Even the
supposedly simple task of identifying racial and ethnic background raises issues of
personhood and is problematic. School district documents report that the student body is
48% Puerto Rican; 28% African American; 23% European American; and 1% other.
Rodriguez (1989) notes that the inadequacy of census categories on school forms can

lrThe names of people and places in this report are all pseudonyms, except for mine. The Ann in the
transcripts is me.
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create enormous strife for multiracial students whose rich cultural diversity can not be
conveyed through such a system of classification. This example of a particular school
literacy practice (completing census forms), one which recurs throughout a student’s
school life, depicts how cultural ways of categorizing social relationships position people.
Clearly, the school district’s report, based on census form categories, does not reflect this
group of young women’s multiracial identities.
Each student was a member of a church or community-based youth group,
involved in various arts and sports activities. All were assigned to the lowest academic
track, placed there on the basis of achievement test scores and teacher recommendations.
The year of the study was the first year that Marielis and Shanae were part of the regular
classroom for the entire day because of a pilot classroom inclusion program for special
education students. Prior to the year the study took place, they had spent two to three
hours per day in a basic skills learning center, a separate special education program.
The students were familiar with me in my role as participant observer in their
English language arts class, where I acted as an assistant to the teacher. Initially, the
English language arts teacher, Mrs. Boulanger, and I had intended to implement the
students-as-ethnographers project in the class; however, a constellation of constraints
negated this plan. Instead, we came up with the idea of a writing club, presented as an
alternate activity during a free-time block. I distributed a flier (Figure 4.1) to
approximately twenty students who played board games or listened to music during free
time, having chosen not to participate in chorus, band, computer club, or any other
organized activity.
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VEGA SCHOOL
COMMUNITY WRITING CLUB

FORMING NOW!
WHEN:
1
TUESDAYS, WEDNESDAYS, AND
THURSDAYS DURING ACTIVITY PERIOD
FOR
WHOM:
POD 9 STUDENTS INTERESTED IN WRITING
AND RESEARCHING WHO ARE NOT
INVOLVED IN ANOTHER ACTIVITY DURING
THIS TIME.
WHAT WE WILL
DO:
•WRITE ABOUT YOUR COMMUNITY
•LEARN TO DO ACTION RESEARCH
•INTERVIEW COMMUNITY WRITERS,
ARTISTS, ACTIVISTS, AND OTHERS
•READ THE WRITING OF STUDENT WRITERS
FROM OTHER PARTS OF THE COUNTRY
•PUBLISH OUR WRITING
•MAKE DECISIONS TOGETHER
HOW TO SIGN UP:
SEE MS. EGAN-ROBERTSON FOR A
PERMISSION FORM, OR IF YOU WANT
MORE INFORMATION.
Figure 4.1

Flier for the Community Writing Club

9 1

The Formation of the Community Writing Club
The flier explained that club activities would involve researching and writing
about the community, publishing our writing, and making decisions as a group. Students
responded with inquiries, exploring expectations, and negotiating ground rules. A key
factor influencing the students’ initial decision to join the club was spelling. As students
asked about the club, they sounded interested in the kinds of activities I sketched;
nevertheless, a consistent reaction was, “Oh, but I can’t write.” When I probed further, I
discovered that this statement translated to “I can’t spell.” The orientation to literacy that
eventually developed within the club contrasted markedly with the historical definitions of
writing that the students initially carried with them. They believed that surface level
features of written language were of primary importance. I explained that in the club what
mattered was a commitment to engage in research and to report findings. The students
remained concerned about their spelling over the course of the writing project, asking
each other how to spell particular words.
The writing club met for an average of three hours per week over the second half
of the 1992-1993 school year. At first, we focused on formulating and revising research
questions and plans. Then, we began interviewing community members. And, toward the
end of the project, the students focused on analyzing their data and writing ethnographic
reports.
The students did a lot of writing throughout the project, including research
questions, interview questions, field notes, logs, conceptual memos, a book prospectus,
and an ethnographic report. Having worked as a research team, they decided to report
their findings in an edited volume, which they entitled Life As Teenagers in the Nineties:
Growing Up in Riverside. The final chapter of their book explains how the group went
about researching and includes examples of student writing from different phases of the
project. The students included a favorite quotation from each community member they
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interviewed so that other teenagers “can see [our problems] from other people’s eyes than
our own” (Vega Community Writing Club, 1993, p. 56)2. They held a book signing at
the school, distributing fifty copies of the book to the community members they
interviewed, to the principal, several of their teachers, their families, and to staff and
participants in two local adult literacy programs. The students each kept six copies of the
book.
The rest of this chapter provides an account of some of the key events of the
writing club from my perspective as facilitator. These include generating research
questions, orienting to the community, conducting interviews with community members,
and writing ethnographic reports. The purpose of this description is to provide
background to contextualize Chapters 5 and 6.
Selecting Research Questions
At the first meeting, the group read and heard my descriptions of the work of
teenage ethnographers from different areas of the country: the Bronx (Mercado, et al.,
1991; forthcoming; Torres, forthcoming); Detroit (Bloome and Curry, forthcoming;
Schaafsma, 1993; forthcoming); the Piedmont Carolinas (Heath, 1983; Heath and
Branscombe, 1985); Saginaw (Robinson and Stock, 1990); and Santa Barbara (Santa
Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, forthcoming). I brought to the meeting the
published books from two of these students-as-ethnographers projects (The Bridge,
1988; Murals, 1988; Reflections: Expressions From Inner City Detroit., 1990). I
explained to the students that each of the projects had a slightly different focus: the Santa
Barbara student ethnographers studied their academic subjects (such as mathematics,

2As noted earlier, all names of people and places have been changed to protect the identities of the
students, teacher, school district, and community members who participated in this study. This was the
agreement upon my entry to the school. Therefore, throughout this dissertation, I use pseudonyms for the
students in citations of their writing. The introduction and final chapter of the book were written and
published by the writing club. Therefore, the pseudonym of the club is used in the citations. There is a
debate within the field about the use of actual names versus pseudonyms. However, the terms to which I
agreed upon entry to the school make the question moot.
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science, and social studies) from the perspective of anthropologists; the Detroit project
involved life histories of family members, writing about how their families came to this
country and their experiences here; the Saginaw student ethnographers wrote detailed
descriptions about what is was like growing up in Saginaw as a teenager, the Bronx
students researched social concerns, what they called “burning questions” about their
lives in the community.
As I told them about each of these projects, I gave a couple of examples of
questions and topics that the other student ethnographers had pursued, and I related those
questions and topics to potential avenues for them. For example, tying to the Saginaw
project, I said “You might want to ask, ‘What’s it like growing up as a female teenager in
Riverside? What’s it like growing up as an African-American young woman in Riverside,
As a Latina? Or as a white young woman?* ” This particular wording made a crucial
intertextual link between the extant students-as-ethnographers projects and their own
project Another important framing I made in this initial meeting was the overlap in
particularity of my offered questions. Rather than leaving the topic at “What’s it like being
a young woman growing up in Riverside?”, I brought to that gender category the added
categories of race and ethnicity.
In this way, our project was profoundly influenced by the Saginaw project, which
in turn, was strongly influenced by the writing of Geertz (1984,1974), and his
anthropological study of personhood. Geertz writes that the goal of ethnographic inquiry
is “to inscribe a present, to convey in words ‘what it is like’ to be somewhere specific in
the lifeline of the world; to add to the consultable record of specific events and occasions
and what people have to say about them; to enable conversation across societal lines of
ethnicity, religion, class, gender, language, and race.. .." (1988, p. 147).
In making these intertextual links with other projects, I described how the teenage
researchers reported out their findings. In short, from the first meeting, it was clear to the
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students that one of the obligations of researchers is to share in a public way what is
found. I explained to them that the Santa Barbara students were recognized as coresearchers, and that the Bronx students attended professional conferences.
I made clear from the first meeting that by following through and reporting their
findings (in whatever form they chose) the students were joining a national contingent of
student researchers of their own communities. They also knew that, as in the other
projects, a central part of my role as writing club facilitator was to study their research of
the community. In turn, they knew that I would be writing up and presenting in book
format and at conferences how they went about conducting their research and reporting
their findings.
I invited the students to decide collectively the focus and approach we would take.
Furthermore, I suggested that, in addition to individual questions and topics, we
investigate people’s reasons and methods for researching and writing about their own
community. This collective question was an important part of how I provided a
framework for the writing project. I had worked with colleagues for a number of years to
make such practices available to students in school. I contacted Irma Ashton and Teresa
Cruz, who are introduced later in this chapter, and they agreed to meet with the students.
As part of this initial meeting, we spent some time writing questions that the
student might want to pursue. The following questions are representative of those
recorded in the students’ researcher notebooks at the first meeting :
• [What’s] Life as a female teen [like?]
• Is it a boy’s fault if a girl gets pregnant?
• What causes people to rape people?
• Does what your parents do affect your life?
• Does what you see in the movies affect your life?
or does your life affect what you see in the movies?
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• Does the type of music you listen to affect the way you feel about people?
• Does having a kid always turn out worse for a teenage mother or father?
• Does the kind of music you listen to affect the way you feel about people?
• Why do men rape women?
• Why do kids call me a ‘wannabe* when I say I’m Puerto Rican?
• What is it like having two nationalities?
The tone of their questions was serious. In our meetings, each person would
provoke the group into discussion by raising a question. Often this would be preceded or
followed by quiet writing time. Sometimes, the student would read aloud what she had
written, then the other students would recount their own experiences on the topic. While
they generated many questions, each student eventually settled on one to pursue:
• DeLayne: How can you avoid becoming an alcoholic if your parents are
alcoholic?
• Denise: Is racism a problem in Riverside?
• Sandra: Does music affect the way we think and feel about people?
• Felicita: How do you deal with teenage pregnancy?
• Shanae: What’s it like being or having two nationalities?
• Marielis: What can help teenagers stay off the streets?
The students shared interest in the set of questions because the issues were central
to their lives in the community. They acted in many ways as co-researchers. Although
one student was responsible for conducting her personal inquiry and for writing up the
findings, students frequently helped each other by asking questions of community
members about each others* topics. For example, when Marielis was sick, she and
Sandra talked on the phone, and then Sandra asked questions of a community member for
Marielis.
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Felicita and Shanae researched as club members during the winter and early
spring, eventually deciding that they could not continue their inquiry at the time for
personal reasons unrelated to the writing project. However, their reasons for not
continuing in the project were related to the kinds of issues the students were researching.
Both came to the book signing, were acknowledged in the book and at the book signing
as co-researchers and encouraged and were encouraged by the group in many ways.
Shanae, for example, continued to write on her topic but chose not to publish her writing.
Orienting to the Community
One of the intertextual links that I made in orienting the students to the community
was to introduce them to the work of researchers and writers about the community. Some
of the scholars I introduced had a connection with the local area; others were researchers
and writers about the community whose work had a similar focus to the students* topics.
For example, I told the students about the work of Cole (1988) as part of the introduction
to anthropology, noting that a key part of her premise in Anthropology for the Nineties
was the call for analyses of racism and sexism in order to counter these systems.
Prior the students’ interview with Irma Ashton, I brought in a copy of
Washington’s (1993) book entitled The Narrative of Sojourner Truth . I shared this book
for several reasons. Truth had lived in the area in the mid- 19th century, and Ashton was
known for her portrayals of Truth; Ashton drew on the writings of scholars like
Washington to script her performances.
In preparation for the interview with Ashton, the students also looked through a
playbill for a play based on the life of Ida B. Wells. They read the biographical sketch of
Ashton, who acted as Wells in the two-woman show, touring regionally for a year-and-ahalf. I used the playbill to orient the students to Ida B. Wells and brought in Wells’
autobiography Crusade for Justice (Duster, 1970).
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I used Faythe Turner’s (1991) edited volume, Puerto Rican Writers At Home in
the USA , to orient the students to the literacy practice of community poetry readings
where community members of various ages read their writing. Marielis took home this
book, and other books of poetry by Puerto Rican writers, and reported that her father
enjoyed them very much, especially the rhythm of the language.
I was making connections between academic and community-based writing for
the students. My intention was to inscribe the students as community members in school
and to mark school as one site of education, research and writing. One more example will
be useful to show how this orientation helped to bring certain texts into discussion within
the club. The students had a common interest in Felicita’s topic of teenage pregnancy.
Some of their mothers had started parenting as teenagers. One student had older sisters
who were teenage mothers. When the students raised their mothers’ and their older
sisters* experiences, I used this as an opportunity to introduce the students to
ethnographic projects conducted by adult community members, such as the El Barrio
projects out of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies in the Bronx (Torruellas, Benmayor,
Goris, and Juarbe, 1991). We also read accounts collected by daughters about their
mothers* work experiences in the New York garment factories. I talked about my
mother’s labor history in the International Ladies Garment Workers Union and about my
own experiences working in a garment factory as an adolescent
Interviewing Community Members
The students interviewed three kinds of community members. First students as a
group conducted interviews of community researchers and writers and solicited their
views on researching and writing about the community. The students were interested in
probing these community members’ beliefs, goals, and feelings about literacy, and in
ascertaining who they are researching and writing for, and why. The students also shared
their own personal research topics with these community members.
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Second, the students conducted interviews of community members who participate
in community organizations which address the students’ research topics. For example, the
group interviewed Earl Ackerman, the director of the local community music school, about
the interaction between music and people. They also interviewed Carlos Vega, director of
the nearby Puerto Rican cultural center. Some of these contacts came about as a result of
the students* discussions with a community member. For example, when Sandra told
Ashton about her research plans, Ashton recommended that she meet with Earl Ackerman.
Sandra wrote Ackerman a letter, requesting an interview. The networking influenced the
direction of the researcher and therefore the analysis done by the students. For example,
the Earl Ackerman interview led Sandra to identify cultural music as a kind of music. She
then pursued this topic with additional community members.
Third, each individual student was encouraged to interview a person who was a
resource to her personally in the community. Marielis, for example, interviewed her youth
group leader at church. DeLayne found a family with a history of alcoholism who wanted
to share its story in order to raise awareness around this urgent community problem.
The set of interviews with community researchers and writers was very powerful.
One of the interviews was with Irma Ashton, who identifies herself as an actress and
director within the African-American and the multiracial political theater. She is a founder
of a local theater company and recently performed in Joe Turner’s Come and Gone by
August Wilson. At the time she met with the students, she was in the research phase of
preparing to direct Black Nativity, the classic play by Langston Hughes. The students
also interviewed Teresa Cruz, a Puerto Rican poet and playwright whose plays are
performed by a local children’s theater company which tours throughout New England.
One of her plays explores the Taino Indian heritage of Puerto Ricans. Cruz’s poetry is
also included in several anthologies used in college courses.
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During the life history interviews with Ashton and Cruz, the students asked them
to elaborate on how they saw themselves, to tell about their experiences, thoughts, and
feelings, to talk about their work for social change, and to tell their stories. The students*
questions provoked the community members into raising and discussing several broad
community literacy practices, which include: (a) reconstructing one’s culture and history,
(b) examining personal experience, (c) sharing knowledge, and (d) asking questions and
telling stories - all to contest oppression. The students found these literacy practices to be
specific strategies associated with acting for social justice through everyday interactions.
Each time they met with Ashton, students formulated plans for keeping in touch,
twice asking her to return, which she did twice. Ashton conveyed to the students that she
wanted to know what they found through their research. DeLayne proposed that the
group attend one of Ashton’s performances. This did not work out; however, DeLayne’s
query led Ashton to suggest that the group contact the Health Peer Educator’s group at a
local high school. She explained that the students were doing political theater, addressing
similar issues in a play they were writing and producing. These examples illustrate how
the students took responsibility for shaping research plans.
Writing Ethnographic Reports
The way students wrote up their ethnographic reports was profoundly influenced
by the literacy practices they encountered during their inquiry. For example, seeing the
Health Peer Educators’ play and hearing about Ashton’s and Cruz’s work in the political
theater encouraged the students to include monlogues and skits in their reports. The
students also had the opportunity to work with Ashton as they wrote up their research.
All of these activities led the students to use a variety of genres in their ethnographic
reports in addition to expository writing.
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Book Prospectus Writing
A book prospectus writing session was held on May 10,1993.1 gave directions
to the students, explaining the genre and audience of a book prospectus. I asked the
students to write chapter abstracts outlining the goals and content of their chapters. They
wrote for approximately twenty minutes. When it seemed that the students were ready for
further directions, I restated what all were doing and asked them to turn to a new page in
their notebooks and write down what made the book important.
The prospectus was the next step in a sequence of recursive research activities.
The recursivity across written documents is evident in my directions to the students.
Students were writing in their research notebooks their plans for what to include in their
chapter of the book, which would present the findings of the group. I then directed the
students to put in writing who they felt constituted the audience, the primary readership,
of the book. The effort was to get in writing what had been a topic of talk earlier. The
task was framed as part of what is included in writing a book prospectus: “We did a bit
about this earlier in the day. But if you could put that in writing, too, as part of this whole
process.”
The students were aware of several purposes for writing a prospectus: (a) to
communicate to their English language arts teacher, to Ashton, and to the principal their
plans for publishing, (b) to engage in the literacy practices within the field, (c) to frame
their thinking in large strokes before beginning to write up their findings. In the first
case, the reason for communicating with each person was different. The club had become
the young women’s English language arts class in mid-April, when the teachers decided
to eliminate the activity period except on Fridays. Therefore, I felt it was important to
keep Mrs. Boulanger informed of the students* work. Mrs. Boulanger was very
impressed with the plans the students had made, commenting that their book writing and
publication was an ambitious undertaking and one that they seemed to have well in hand.
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The prospectus provided a way of informing Ashton of the students’ plans prior
to her meeting with them to write up their research. Ashton used the prospectus to plan
exercises for each student. While her session with the students is analyzed at length in
Chapter 5, the point to make here is that the writing done in this session would be read
and provide a powerful frame for future writing and club interactions. When the students
and I met to celebrate the first anniversary of their book’s publication, I updated them on
the shape of my ethnographic report of the writing project. TTiey, of course, had personal
knowledge of the funnelling process and how a researcher has to make hard decisions
about which data to use. I informed them that I had chosen to describe the writing club
activities and which data I used for each phase and they remembered each of the segments
I had selected. By the time we got to talking about the report writing activity someone
asked whether I had focused on the meeting with Ashton and we delighted in recounting
the experience.
The prospectus was presented to the principal, Mr. Maldanado, as a means of
informing him of our work as well. More importantly, it served as a tool for seeking
monetary support for publishing costs. Mr. Maldanado and I were former colleagues and
he was enormously supportive throughout the project, providing me with access to the
school, space, and offering guidance to the group around several issues.
For the following meeting, I edited the students’ writing and formatted it as a
book prospectus. Prior to lunch that day, I gave each student a copy of the prospectus,
along with the letter reproduced on the next page.
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May 24,1993
Dear DeLayne, Denise, Marielis, and Sandra,

Here is the current draft of the book prospectus. Are there any changes? I am
sending it to Irma today. I put working titles on your chapter abstracts by pulling a phrase
from your writing. Change it as you like. No one has come up yet with chapter titles but
they are needed in a book prospectus, as you see.
There are transcripts of your interviews with Marsha and the peer educators,
Teresa, and Irma. You have Earl’s transcript already. Carlos’ will be ready Thursday.
Please read and reread the transcripts and your chapter abstracts. This is the best
preparation for writing. Researchers get very, very, very familiar with their data. As you
read and reread the transcripts, look for the answers to your questions and for
information on your topic.
Tomorrow you’ll draft chapters. Next Thursday, Irma will work with you on
your chapters. She’ll have read the book prospectus and will ask you to read what you
have so far.
Continue writing the section describing your life as a teenager in Riverside.
KEEP AT IT. It’s a very important book!

The interactions described around the book prospectus meeting established a
pattern that the group followed throughout the report writing phase of the study. The
students worked on carrying out their abstract plans at each meeting and in between.
Writing was happening at a feverish pace during this phase of the project. As soon as the
students had more writing, I would enter it on the computer and bring them the emerging
manuscript to read. The students were so involved in the process and in reading their own
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writing in print, that, on occasion, the group would gather and get to work without
conversing.
Generating Analyses
From early on in the writing project, the students began generating, describing,
and analyzing various cultural terms, and doing various types of semantic analysis, in
partnership with community members. As is true of all ethnographic research, analysis is
ongoing and continues throughout the research cycle. This was true for the students as
well. The group often discussed verbal behavior and language. For example, when the
writing club was on its way back from an interview, Denise commented about a mural
that had been defaced, ‘They blackened it” A conversation ensued about the use of
indefinite pronouns to name individuals and groups. The problems with such language
behavior were raised and discussed as a topic through the life cycle of the project
The following examples are included here to give a sense of the students’
analyses; however. Chapter 5 provides an interpretation of the process they used to
generate and write up their findings. DeLayne’s life history interview questions drew out
definitions from a family “who used to deal with the problem of alcohol every day of their
lives”, who “thought they would never get out of it”, who “went through all the pain and
suffering and felt it was the end of the world”, and who told “me what it was like to have
a drinker in the family”. They analyzed with her differences among functional alcoholics,
drunks, and social drinkers. Denise analyzed racism and racial prejudice. She wrote:
“When I started researching this chapter, I had racism and racial prejudice confused”. She
went on to explain how conversations with adults and peers helped her sort out important
differences between the two terms. She did this by analyzing quotes, personal stories,
and definitions from the group’s interviews with community members. Sandra contrasted
the dominant view of music as entertainment with the African and African American view
of music as a form of communication. Noting that “all music puts messages across”, she
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presented definitions of common versus political music and discusses negative versus
positive messages about people promoted in various kinds of music. Marielis provided an
ethnographic description of what teens need to stay off the streets and developed ideas
about how the community can better serve the needs of teenagers.
Writing Conferences
The students worked together as they wrote up their ethnographic reports. I
collaborated with and assisted the students, and the students collaborated with and
assisted each other. Each student had a writing conference with me. I met with one
student a week, outside of the general writing time, until all four had had a conference. At
these conferences, both the students and I took notes, and my notes became available to
the students, sometimes shared in the form of a summary memo.
During the writing phase of the project, I took responsibility for producing daily
typed versions of their work. I entered each day’s writing on my computer and brought
an updated copy to the next meeting. They read the manuscript in progress and continued
developing it. I acted as their first reader and editor, commenting, for example, on where
I felt they needed to clarify a point or provide a definition.
As noted above, the students had the opportunity to work with Ashton as they
wrote up their chapters. This opportunity evolved out of the relationships that the students
built with Ashton at their first two meetings. The students asked Ashton to meet with
them again, and she agreed. Details of these conferences are presented in the next chapter
to give a sense of the depth of this part of the project. The conferences with Ashton were
particularly helpful because of the affiliation with her that the students experienced. They
were able to affiliate their research and writing about the community with that of Ashton
and other community writers.
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Publishing Life As Teenagers in the Nineties
The group made decisions regarding publication of their book: cover design,
budget decisions, type of binding. The students were very invested in this process. On
one of these occasions, Sandra arrived out of breath, sat down and said, “I’m sorry I’m
late. I just took the bus across town from my house to Main Street and then ran to get
here.” When I asked why she had not been in school all day, Sandra explained that her
mother had surgery (minor, fortunately), following a car accident On the day the
students were having their pictures taken for the book, Marielis came to school with what
turned out to be an infectious skin rash. She had not mentioned it to anyone all day
because she was afraid she would be sent home.
Marielis, whose topic focused on issues of adolescent alienation, suggested that
the cover photo of the group be taken in front of a mural which commemorated the
fourteen-year-old young man who had been shot to death nearby prior to the opening of
school the past fall. A neighbor of hers had been arrested as one of the gang members
implicated in the shooting. For her, the mural conveyed for their audience the seriousness
of the realities they were facing as teenagers and the seriousness with which they were
acting as agents to address the problems they faced in the community.
Describing the Research Process for the Students’ Readers
The group decided to include two chapters to frame the volume as a collection: an
introduction and a final “connections” chapter. However, the group was rushing pell-mell
to meet a tight publication time-line. So we decided that I would write these two sections,
following the students’ abstracts and culling from their writing when possible. A primary
guideline was to make sure it was in language accessible to teenagers. These two chapters
are published under the name of the writing club to reflect the collaborative nature of the
writing.
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Sandra acted as editor for the “How We Went About Researching the Community
and Writing This Book” chapter. After she reviewed it, she presented it to the group,
telling how I had used the students’ questions, field notes and selected excerpts from their
interviews with community members to illustrate various aspects of the process.
The purpose for including this chapter was twofold. It provided a way of sharing
the process with the students’ readers. Also, the students wanted to make available what
had been said to them to other teenagers and adults.
Each community member explicitly conveyed to the students that they viewed the
students* research as a way of engaging in the struggle to dismantle racism. Cruz
acknowledged this in a letter she wrote the students after their meeting. The students
chose to end their book with her letter (next page). In doing so, I see them, in part,
extending the invitation to other teens that she extends to them.
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You are making positive choices for your own growth and
progress by investigating and raising questions that demand a truthful
response. You have my respect and support for your journey in search of
wisdom and empowerment. All of us who are survivors from challenging
situations have the responsibility to ourselves and to others, to understand
and overcome the obstacles that try to keep us from being at our best
Suffering through the pain of racism, sexism, and violence can lead us
into anger. As we grow and heal, we are able to turn that anger into cre¬
ativity which can heal us and those whose lives we touch with our stories.
We must overcome our anger, shame, and fear. Most of all, we
must not be silent We must ask our questions, tell our stories. We must
learn our true history. Learning about our families, our culture, our
language empowers us to better understand and celebrate ourselves.
My congratulations to you for being people who hunger for truth.
My congratulations for taking action and being shining, positive role
models for other young people, for all people.
Be proud of who you are. You have a lot to be proud of.

The Book Signing
It was Carlos Vega who suggested the idea of a book signing to the students.
They sent out invitations to family members, to the community members they
interviewed, and to their teachers.
When I arrived at the school on the afternoon of the signing, the students were
outside, hanging signs to direct their guests to the library. Over forty people came to the
signing. I opened the event with remarks about the project’s context and purpose, and
thanked the parents, faculty, and administrators for the privilege of conducting this
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writing club and working with the young women. I then introduced the community
members who were present and thanked them for their participation.
After my remarks, the students began their presentations. Each followed a similar
format, offering an explanation why she had chosen her particular topic, and then reading
from her chapter. DeLayne Monson described that she had looked at alcoholism’s effect
on individuals and families. She read the introduction to her chapter, in which she
informs her readers that she has collected narratives from different family members of an
alcoholic that conveyed ’’the pain and suffering" they had experienced and how they had
gotten "through some bad times" (Monson, 1993, p. 13). Sandra Veme explained that
she researched music's effect on the way people think and feel about each other. She read
the goal of her chapter, saying that her goal was "to let people know what music really is
because teenagers seem to think that music is just something to dance to" (Veme, 1993,
p. 23). Marielis Flores read her proposal for a new youth club, saying that everyone she
talked with felt that more opportunities were needed for teenagers in order to keep them
off the streets. Denise Yothers read, from her section of the book, how she had the
concepts of racism and racial prejudice confused when she began her research and told
how she came to sort out the differences.
As the students read their segments, the people in attendance leafed through their
copies of the book to follow the corresponding text.
I brought the formal presentation to a close by reading a quote from Carlos Vega
on ending racism. The students had looked at how their topics were connected; they had
found, through talking with community members, that a central focus of dealing with
community problems required everyone to work to address underlying issues of racism.
The students moved to tables, which they had decorated with flowers from their
gardens at home, and signed books as their guests and other students chatted with each
other. Community members who had participated in the interviews commented on the
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confidence with which the students presented themselves at the event. The young women
received additional compliments on the sophistication of their analyses.
The book signing was a great culminating event that was emotionally moving.
The students' work, and their effective presentation that day, also influenced some in
attendance to spawn similar projects. For example, a local adult literacy program invited
the students to act as consultants to a similar project on community health issues.
Summary
This chapter has provided a detailed discussion of the events in the life cycle of
the community writing project, providing a context for the analyses and conclusions that
appear in the next two chapters. The analyses offered in Chapter 5 provide a description,
interpretation, and explanation of the way in which the students' definitions of research
and writing, knowledge, and their views of themselves and their communities changed
over the course of the project
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CHAPTER 5

FINDINGS
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter presents findings from the study of relationships between literacy
practices and personhood in a middle school students-as-ethnographers project As noted
in Chapter 3 and 4, the findings provide a detailed analysis of some of the key events of
the writing club. In the overview section, I discuss why the data presented in this chapter
were selected for analysis. Then, I discuss the presentation of the data and how the data
analysis is organized. Finally, I describe the categories into which the findings are
grouped.
Selection Process
Following Spradley (1980), the analysis focuses on key events within the life
cycle of the group. In the writing club, these included: (a) the orientation phase during
which students generated, discussed, and decided upon research questions and formed
research plans; (b) the interviews conducted by students with people in the community,
(c) the process of writing ethnographic reports, and (d) the book publication and signing.
Throughout the description of the above listed events, I emphasize how the students were
reconstructing their definitions of personhood, both for themselves and in general, by
taking up a different set of positions than those embedded within traditional school
literacy practices.
For the orientation phase, I present a microethnographic analysis of a transcript
excerpt from the third club meeting. The intent is to show how the cultural ideology of the
group was established from early on in the project. The analysis provides a description
and interpretation of the linguistic strategies employed by club members to discuss issues
of race and racism. These issues remained important throughout the various phases of the

project, and therefore it is important to present an analysis of how the students and
myself, as the club facilitator, initially framed the inquiry. The findings show that race
and gender were problematized, specifically from the students* perspective of their peer
group. The students examined how teenagers are positioned within the peer group in
terms of racial, ethnic, and gender identities. The inquiry process provided students with
new positions to take up.
For the interview phase, I present excerpts from the students’ interviews with
three community members. These three community members and the transcript segments
were selected for particular reasons. First, the Ashton interview segment shows the
alternative set of community-based literacy practices found by the students. The
community-based literacy practices have as their primary purpose the examination of
personhood from the standpoint of race and racism, with an emphasis on how these
overlap with other sociological factors, such as gender. The analysis of this particular
transcript provides a means for showing how knowledge from the interviews shows up
in later phases of the project
Second, the excerpt from the Cruz interview provides confirmation across
interviews of the community-based strategies for examining personhood. Third, the
excerpt from the interview with Davidson provides further confirmation of these
strategies and shows explicitly the intergenerational work of adult community members
with the community’s youth. It also shows that teenagers at another site were important
sources of data for the students. This finding is important because it documents that the
students found other teenagers using and accessing in school community-based strategies
for examining personhood. It is also important because of the powerful impact this
finding had on the students.
I also present an analysis of writing from one student’s research notebook to
show evidence of how the students’ analysis was built and evidence that their findings
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emerged over time and across interviews. It is important to document the student writing
that occurred during the interview phase of the project This piece of data was selected
because it is representative. Together, the analysis of the students’ interviews and the
writing they did in their research notebooks during this phase show that the students took
up a broad range of positions within the role of interviewers during this phase of the
inquiry process. The analysis shows relationships between the role of interviewer and the
social relationships and power relationships that were established.
Next, a textual analysis is presented of an excerpt from Sandra Verne’s
ethnographic report as the final piece of data for the interview phase in order to show the
intertextual links between her report and the interviews with Ashton and Cruz and with
the third club meeting.
For the writing ethnographic report phase, I present excerpts from the students’
writing session with Ashton. The students’ work with Ashton during this phase is
important for several reasons: (a) the students initiated the event. That is, they asked
Ashton to return to help them write their reports; (b) the opportunity to work with Ashton
influenced the genres the students chose to present their findings; and (c) Ashton
positioned each student in particular ways. The specific excerpt of each student’s
conference with Ashton was selected for microethnographic analysis because it shows the
linguistic strategies employed by each student and by Ashton in terms of the positioning
that occurred within the event.
An important part of what was discussed within the event was the way people
were being positioned and represented within the students’ written texts. DeLayne’s
conference with Ashton shows how DeLayne positions herself as a researcher in relation
to community-based literacy practices and how issues of representation were dealt with.
Marielis’ conference with Ashton shows how Ashton positions Marielis as an activist
reconstructing adolescent personhood. Sandra’s conference with Ashton shows how
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Ashton guided Sandra to reconstruct her understanding of culture and cultural identity.
Denise’s conference with Ashton shows how Denise was reconstructing personhood
regarding race and racism.
For the book publication and signing phase of the project, I present an excerpt
from each student's book chapter. The particular excerpt was selected for two reasons: (a)
to show ties with the conference writing, and (b) to show how each student positions her
readers and herself. DeLayne reconstructs social relationships within the family. Marielis
names and critiques adolescent alienation as personhood, reconstructing it for teens.
Sandra reconstructs her experience from the perspective of a newly taken up position.
Denise names and critiques personhood from the standpoint of a white teenager focusing
on racism and intervening to interrupt it.
Relationships among Findings. As noted in Chapter 3, the line-by-line discussion
of transcripts provides descriptive and inteipretive analyses. The advantage of
microanalysis is that it reveals the linguistic strategies employed by participants within an
event. Therefore, findings are reported out line-by-line. At the end of each section, I
provide a discussion of the findings. This discussion creates an explanatory framework,
linking the social processes within the writing club events with broader social, cultural,
and political contexts. Chapter 6 will discuss how the findings from the analysis of each
event fit together.
Findings bv Category. There are six types of findings: (1) findings about the
nature of literacy practices and personhood; (2) findings about the ways in which the
students* definitions of personhood changed over the course of the project; (3) findings
about the strategies students, community members, and I as the group facilitator used to
position students; (4) findings about how the structure of the project positioned students;
(5) findings about community-based literacy practices and how they position people; (6)
findings about how the students took up community-based literacy practices as a means to
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position themselves and others. A summary of findings is presented at the end of this
chapter, organized by categories 1-6 above.
Establishing Group and Group Identity
In this section, I focus on an analysis of the third writing club meeting. The
transcript presented is a ten minute segment Its analysis allows me to show how the
group and the group’s identity, or personhood, was established within the writing club.
The analysis of linguistic strategies, coded on Chart 1, shows in detail the beginning of
the repositioning that occurred through the literacy practices constructed during the
project. The immediate goal of the discussion described here was to orient DeLayne to the
group. It was her first meeting and the club’s third. At the second meeting, Sandra had
been oriented in a similar manner because it was her first meeting. The fact that new
members needed to be incorporated into the group provided the opportunity for
articulation around process. The discussion traces the intertextuality built by the group
and shows how intertextuality is used as a strategy for constructing personhood on a
moment-by-moment basis.
Background to Transcript 1
The activity of choosing research topics and questions provided a frame of
reference for conversations about issues of personhood that were of critical concern to the
students. In our meetings, each person would provoke the group into discussion by
raising a question. Often this would be preceded and/or followed by a quiet writing time.
Sometimes the student would read aloud what she had written; then the other students
would recount their own experiences on the topic. The issue of personhood was raised by
the students in the earliest discussions, especially with regard to race and gender. As
Transcript 1 below shows, the students were concerned and distressed by the way they
and their peers were sometimes defined by others; here the focus is on negative
interactions around negotiating ethnic and racial identities. The transcript begins and ends
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with a transition between students holding the floor. These segues, although from
different topics of discussion, are included to show the turn-taking pattern within the
group.
Transcript 1 shows that personhood was a key issue in the lives of these
teenagers. Here, in contrast to the way they are often viewed in educational contexts (and
specifically in the students* English language arts class), race, gender, and ethnicity were
viewed as topics of social and cultural significance. These topics became established as
more than simply issues of individual importance, though the inquiry was grounded in
personal experience. The students looked at systems of social relations. For example,
they raised for investigation how identities, co-constructed in moment-to-moment
interactions, are fraught with tensions. Their questions are cultural, or ethnographic, in
that they examine various aspects of social life and cultural processes and practices,
particularly issues of race and gender, of power and identity, in other words, issues of
personhood. The following line-by-line analysis of Transcript 1 provides a description
and interpretation of the specific linguistic strategies used by the group members to create
positions.

Transcript #1
1.

AE-R: We’ll talk lots about that.

2.

And you wanted to tell us something you had.

3.

what you wanted to pursue?

4.

SL:

you want me to give the whole thing?

5.
6.

AE-R: Sure,
or one that you’ve thought of since.

7.
8.

Oh, this—

SL:

Like -?
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9.

AE-R: Now,

10.

the questions that we think would be interesting to research—

11.

I mean,

12.

part of being a writer is researching,

13.

finding out not only what we already know

14.

and kind of mining that,

15.

but finding out what other people think, too.

16.

Kind of pulling all of that together and

17.

really taking a topic and exploring it over time.

18.

We need to talk about how to do that

19.

First, try to come up with

20.

what are the interesting questions to ask?

21.

SL:

22.

AE-R: What was one you came up with last week?

23.

SL:

24.
25.

I think I said all of them.
There’s new people. I [forgot? haven’t got?] them.

AE-R: Could you say one again,

26.
27.

I don’t know.

for DeLayne?
SL:

28.

What’s it like
being or having two nationalities?

29.

AE-R: Mmm-hmm.

30.

SL:

Some people probably can’t answer it ’cause-

31.

SV:

I could!

32.

DM

I could!

33.

SL:

—some people only probably have one nationality.

34.

DY:

Tomorrow-
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35.

I was telling her how I have a question of the day

36.

or questions

37.

which I was doing today with my survey.

38.

Tomorrow I’m going to research this one.

39.

My question number three from yesterday,

40.

it’s prejudice: who does it really hurt?

41.

The person who’s being prejudiced or both?

42.

AE-R: There you go!

43.

Now, I think that’s a good angle to take on your question,

44.

that builds on each other.

45.

Some of us have one racial identity...

46.

for example,

47.

ethnic background.

48.

But all of us live in a multi-racial society

49.

and so I think it’s important to look at

50.

how do people relate?

51.

And look at each other’s heritages and

52.

celebrate them, et cetera.

53.

So I think that’s a good angle.

54.

What do you think?

55.

SL:

Sometimes when you tell somebody your nationality,

56.

it’s gotta really

57.

it’s gotta really show

58.

or they’ll call you a “wannabe.”

59.

'Cause like for her,

60.

she’s got Puerto Rican in her,
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61.

but yet it’s still—

62.

when she tells people that.

63.

they pick on her and call her “wannabe”

64.

'cause it don’t look like she’s Puerto Rican.

65.

Looks like she’s all white.

66.

DY:

Yeah, and it’s like when I hear people

67.

talking in a pod

68.

and they’re fighting or something,

69.

they’ll say “that white girl” or “that Black girl.”

70.

Why don’t they just say their name?

71.

They know their name!

72.

They’ll just say “that Black girl,”

73.

you know.

74.

And it’s—

75.

X don’t think that’s right

76.

I mean.

77.

I could understand if they’re describing the person.

78.

but when they know their name

79.

or even how they look like.

80.

they don’t have to always say, “that,” “this,” or “that.

81.

We’re all people.

82.

SL:

83.

Can I ask you guys something?
Does it look like I’m Puerto Rican?

84.

SV:

No.

85.

DY:

Somewhat.

86.

You’ve got tan in your face.
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87.

SL:

88.

AE-R To me, yes it does.

89.

DY:

90.

AE-R: I can see Indian features in your eyes.

91.

SL:

Does it [to Ann]?

Yeah, 'cause you’re tan.

On the Black side

92.

I’m Cherokee and Black.

93.

But

94.

on the other side. I’m Puerto Rican.

95.

Some people say I look it.

96.

but I just can’t--

97.

DY:

Your accent--

98.

SL:

Yup.

99.

And I talk it.

100.

So that’s why.

101.

But see, she don’t talk it.

102.

She only talks it a little bit.

103.

AE-R: Well, I think it depends on how aware you are, too,

104.

of Puerto Rican culture

105.

as being a blend of European,

106.

of African,

107.

and of Indian,

108.

right?

109.

So I think honoring

110.

the African within the Puerto Rican

111.

is really important.

112.

And the Indian within the Puerto Rican.
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113.

I think everybody~

114.

they’ve all got-

115.

really,

116.

everybody’s got a different-

117.

everybody’s got a mixture

118.

in there somewhere.

119.

AE-R: That’s right.

120.

Yup.

121.

Just like I’m Indian.

122.

SV:

Get out of here.

123.
124.

[to boys, circling group] I don’t want you here.

AE-R: So one of the things I think is really important

125.

is for us to make sure

126.

that our writing and our reading

127.

and our schooling and our lives

128.

in every part of them

129.

reflect all of these wonderful

130.

parts of our heritage.

131.

SL:

132.

Distributes hand cream to all;
[everyone rubbing lotion on hands.]

133.

DY:

134.

AE-R: What are you laughing about?
What’s funny?

135.
136.

DY:

We’re supposed to be researching
and we’re sitting here going.

137.
138.

[Laughs.]

SL:

But it don’t really matter.
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139.

your race or nothing.

140.

'cause everybody’s—

141.

everybody’s got something in them.

142.

SL:

Everybody’s special.

143.

And everybody’s got—

144.

everything about everybody—

145.

SV:

It all look the same inside.

146.

DY:

Yup, that’s true. That’s very true.

147.

AE-R: You’ve provoked a lot of great discussion already.

148.

on this topic.

149.

You want to give us one of yours, Sandra?

150.

And then I think, DeLayne,

151.

you’ll have the kind of way that people have worked out

152.

of raising a question;

153.

we talk about it a little bit

154.

and then we write more questions

155.

and then we’ll talk about what to do next

156.

SV:

Does what you see in the movies affect your life

157.

or does what you—

158.

does your life affect what you see in the movies?
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Line-bv-Line Descriptive and Interpretive Analysis. In line 1,1 respond to DeLayne,
bringing our previous interaction to a close. My comment (“We’ll talk lots about that”)
provides orientation (coded on the chart as instruction) to DeLayne and promotes the idea
for the group that personal narratives and experiences will be viewed by me as facilitator
as sources of knowledge. It does this because the comment refers to DeLayne’s story
about growing up in Riverside that she had just related in response to Denise’s topic. The
linguistic phrasing also signals the importance of talk within the group and the fact that
topics will be returned to across events. This return to topics across events is marked on
the intertextuality chart as recursivity. Recursivity is characteristic of ethnographic
research. The term connotes, as discussed in Chapter 3, that each time a researcher looks
again at data, she does so from a new vantage point that incorporates earlier levels of
analysis.
I then initiated interaction with Shanae by proposing that she share a research
question from the previous week. The language “what you wanted to pursue” promotes
the agency of the students by opening the position and expectation for them to set an
agenda. Through my request, I define Shanae as a researcher, signaling that membership
in the writing club involved having a research question or topic to investigate about life in
the community.
It takes seven interactions before the intertextual relationship I propose is
successfully established. It is clear, however, from Shanae’s first response (line 4) that
she is taking up the position of researcher. The pronoun “this” in her response is used to
get me to clarify the process for her, not the stance of researcher. It is important to note
that Shanae’s term “this” refers to her writing in her research notebook. Shanae needed
clarification because I did not repeat prior to giving her the floor, which she had bid for
earlier (recognized by me in the words “you wanted to”), that a central purpose of the
meeting was to orient DeLayne, who was attending her first meeting, to the group.
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Shanae had discussed her research questions at the previous meeting; therefore, it did not
make sense to repeat the questions written in her notebook (lines 5 and 8). In lines 6 and
7,1 agree with Shanae’s suggestion on how to proceed ("you want me to give the whole
thing?"). My intent here was to promote reflection on the project outside of meetings.
The strategies I employed are charted as agreeing and instructing. It was a pattern of mine
to follow a student’s suggestion on process whenever possible. By agreeing with student
suggestions, I promoted the position of agenda setter (see intertextuality chart). This
position is taken up by Shanae in lines 27 and 28 and maintained through line 147, where
I explicitly acknowledge the position she has taken up (“You have provoked a great deal
of discussion on your topic already.”).
In lines 9-20,1 use Shanae’s confusion to provide instruction on the research
process. I raise several issues: a relationship between writing and research, the
importance of analysis of personal experience and of talking with others about topics to
potentially change views across time or confirm and clarify validity of views. In line 23,
Shanae first informs me that she had mentioned all that she had written at the previous
meeting and therefore there was no need to say any of it again. She then justifies
repeating herself by acknowledging that “There’s new people” in the group. In line 25,1
acknowledge Shanae’s justification by specifying that DeLayne would learn about what
Shanae was interested in researching.
It is important to note that one of the consequences of the interaction here is that
Shanae establishes that part of being a member of the group is remembering across events
what has occurred. This is a very important position that she is promoting here, especially
because it is she who is promoting it. In traditional school literacy practices, it is the
teacher who has the authority to promote the expectation across event recollections and it
is the students’ role to fulfill this obligation.
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Another part of what is important to note from this interactional unit (proposal to
acknowledgment) is that much is established by group members as they work to build
intertextuality around a particular proposal.
In lines 27-28, Shanae, reading from her notebook, uses the frame “What’s it like
being or having” to establish multiracial identity as a research agenda. The particular
phrasing of Shanae’s question is what I refer to as the personhood frame, following
Geertz (1988; see also Robinson and Stock, 1990). As noted earlier in this chapter, I had
used the phrase “What’s it like” to orient students to asking cultural questions and to
promote questions about the overlap of racial and gender identity, raising personal
experience around aspects of personhood as a basis for analysis and research. In this
question, Shanae is acknowledging the importance of issues of race, ethnicity, racism,
and prejudice in her experience. She is also adapting the question to fit her, and, as will
become clear during the transcript, the group members’ racial and ethnic identities. That
this is her intent becomes clear in the interactions that followed.
In line 29,1 backchannelled nonverbally ("mmm-hmm," smile, head nod) to
Shanae and the group to signal my interest in her topic. I used this linguistic strategy to
open the floor to the group to discuss Shanae’s topic. That the strategy was successfully
employed is evident in that Shanae’s response in line 30 was addressed to the group
generally (“Some people probably can’t answer it 'cause”). Note that from this interaction
on, except for a few interactions, the addressee for each speaker’s remarks is the group.
Part of the group’s identity was that members spoke to the group as a whole and listened
to each other. Further evidence that positions and definitions of speakers and listeners
within the group were being created and acted upon can be found in Shanae’s premise of
inclusion: a topic should be one all can pursue. Thus, she opens positions for group
members in relation to her research question. Thus, through her language, she provides a
specific frame for the discussion that follows. Each group member will take up the
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invitation she extends and position herself in terms of her racial and ethnic identities. This
is accomplished, as noted on the chart, through the strategies of clarification and
expressing personal opinions.
The personal opinions expressed are based on an analysis of personal experience,
and collectively establish a stance of opposition to being defined by others based on race.
The fact that this analysis is occurring here is also evident again in the language being
used by the group members who name various attributes by which people define each
other. Power relationships are being examined here: How is it that other people define
group members’ racial and ethnic identities?
DeLayne and Sandra flines 31-32) respond to Shanae, acknowledging their
multiracial identities and interest in Shanae’s topic. Shanae (line 33) finishes her statement
of concern or clarification. Denise takes the floor (lines 34-41) to respond to Shanae and
other students, recognizing that she cannot answer the specific question but
acknowledging a shared interest in questions about racial and ethnic relations. She creates
a position from which she can address the theme of power relationships regarding racial
identities embedded in Shanae’s question. Denise implies that she understood Shanae’s
question to be about the pain of racial “prejudice”. Her language “Who does it really hurt?
The person being prejudiced or both?” is ambiguous and confusing. As became evident
over the course of the study and, not surprisingly so, ambiguity and confusion
characterized Denise’s understanding of race and racism in the school. Nevertheless, it is
clear that racial prejudice is a significant attribute of the larger peer group community.
In lines 42-54,1 acknowledge Shanae’s notion that topics might be related and
affirm the importance of the larger topic of race relations. I answer Shanae’s question by
promoting my perspective that, while only some of us may be biologically multiracial, we
are all members of a multiracial culture (line 48) and need to reconstruct our personhood
as multiracial and multicultural (lines 51-52). I ask for Shanae’s response (line 54),
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giving the floor back to her. In this way, I maintain Shanae in the position of discussion
facilitator. A critical part of my role as facilitator is promoting such positions for students.
Second, as a group member, I was expected to share my views on topics. Third, I was
explicitly addressing issues of race and racism within the broader society and their
relationship to individuals.
In lines 55-65, Shanae describes tensions around establishing one’s multiracial
identity as a member of a particular community within the peer network. Shanae raises
name-calling as a salient linguistic practice among adolescents (lines 58 and 63). The code
is “wannabe” and is based on appearance; the frame is “She don’t look [it]”; the theme is
the negotiation of community membership; the relationship to the students’ personhood
has to do with who has the power to define one’s racial identity. Shanae uses the example
of Sandra’s difficulties in being acknowledged as Puerto Rican to generate this analysis
(lines 59-65).
It is interesting to note that Sandra does not take the floor to speak about her
experience which Shanae has raised as a case. Nor does Sandra tell a personal experience
in this interaction. It is not apparent on the videotape that she wanted the floor.
Nevertheless, it is significant to note that Denise again takes the floor, as she was apt to
do, a pattern that members of the group challenged eventually. In lines 66-81, Denise,
who is white, acknowledges Shanae’s theme of name-calling based on looks as a salient
issue in the classroom (line 67), objecting to the practice (line 75) and elaborating on the
experiences (line 70) influencing the question she had raised earlier (lines 40-41). Shanae
brings Denise’s and the group’s attention back to her own question, asking her if we can
recognize her as Puerto Rican based on her looks. Sandra says no (line 84) at the same
time Denise says somewhat (line 85). Denise’s comment that Shanae has tan in her face
Cine 86) was inaccurate; Shanae ignores it, turning to me and repeating her question (line
87). Again, Denise tries to keep the floor (line 88) but she is ignored. I affirm that I can
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recognize Indian heritage in her features (line 90). Shanae interrupts me to clarify her
heritage (Black and Cherokee and “Puerto Rican, on the other side’’, lines 91-94). She
acknowledges my perspective although, she says, it is not one with which she agrees
(lines 95-96). It is implied here that she has an easier time being accepted as Puerto Rican
than Sandra. Denise again takes the floor (line 97). Shanae agrees.
In line 99, Shanae elaborates on language as an overlapping boundary line with
appearance around which community membership is negotiated (line 100), comparing her
experiences with Sandra’s ("I can talk it. She only talks it a little,” lines 101-102). Notice
how Shanae supports the category of linguistic identity as an overlapping dimension of
negotiation of community membership. She uses her personal experience (line 99) as a
case and supports her claim (line 101) by presenting Sandra’s experience as an opposing
example. This analogy is, indeed, a kind of intertextual link she is making as she analyzes
not only her experiences being multiracial, but compares these experiences with how her
peers negotiate their multiracial or multiethnic identities. I acknowledge the comparison
Shanae has raised between her experience and Sandra’s by responding to her earlier issue
of looks, and suggest the significance of cultural knowledge (establishing her
bilingualism as an accomplishment) to the negotiation of community membership (lines
103-108). I specifically return to Shanae’s topic, noting the importance of
acknowledgment of multiracial identities (line 109-112). DeLayne affirms my analysis
when she broadens the notion of multiracialism to characterize “everybody” (lines 113118). After an aside comment (the group met in an open space in the library; Sandra
addressed some boys who were circling the area), I acknowledge DeLayne’s analysis,
elaborating on the implications of living in a multiracial culture with a history of slavery
and racial separation for schooling (lines 124-30).
Another aside occurs when Shanae offered us hand cream, which we all accept
(lines 131-132). Denise laughs, expressing the concern that observers might not consider
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us serious researchers given our behavior (lines 136-137). We all just smile in response.
Without a sense of disruption, Shanae continues, acknowledging DeLayne’s point as a
fitting ending to the discussion as a whole (lines 138-141), recognizing the comment as
coalescing many threads of the conversation. Recall that Shanae finally agreed to repeat
herself because of the need to orient DeLayne to our process of raising a question and
then discussing it Shanae closes the topic with a coda (lines 142-144) which Sandra
validates (line 145), recognizing everyone’s full humanity. In lines 147-148,1 affirm
Shanae’s question and her leadership in provoking the group into discussion.
Acknowledging that Shanae has ended the conversation based on her question, I make
explicit to DeLayne the pattern of interacting within the group (lines 150-155). I offer the
floor to Sandra, who takes it (lines 156-158).
Summary
This section has provided a microethnographic analysis of a representative
conversation to describe and interpret the group’s interactions as the students set their
research agenda. The analysis shows how the students positioned themselves and were
positioned by me as researchers and writers. The students created academic identities for
themselves,, choosing to adopt and. shape, a line of inquiry. The activity provided the
students with the opportunity to examine the way some of their peers positioned them in
relation to issues of race and racism and gender and sexism.
Identity as a writing club member carried with it responsibility for initiating a topic
and framing that topic for discussion. This provided students with opportunities for
positioning themselves and others in ways that are not available through traditional
literacy practices in school. In the above segment, Shanae set an agenda and successfully
used the strategies of initiating a topic (“What’s it like being or having two
nationalities?”), and then initiating interaction (“Maybe some people can’t answer the
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question”) to position herself and provide the opportunity for group members to position
themselves in relation to her topic.
Students used the strategies of clarifying, expressing a personal opinion, and
informing to position themselves in relation to Shanae’s topic. Based on an analysis of
experiences around race and racism, students conveyed how social relationships are
fraught with tensions around who has the power to define one’s identity. Students
identified skin color and linguistic competence as attributes around which racial and
gender identities were co-constructed in moment-to-moment interactions within the
students* wider peer group.
The strategies I employed contributed significantly to building the cultural
ideology of the writing club. First, I named race and gender as possible research topics. I
explicitly expressed my stance in regard to the importance of acknowledging the
multiracial nature of our society across aspects of our lives. I positioned students as
researchers and writers about life in the community. In this way, I juxtaposed academic
and personal identities, recognizing them as students and as community members at one
and the same time. In this way, I promoted these positions as overlapping rather than as
separate. Additionally, I validated students for creating positions for themselves within
the structure of the conversations within the club, assigning significance to the positions
the students took up.
Connecting with Communitv-Based Literacy Practices and Personhood
There is a series of five findings about how the literacy practices established in the
writing project influenced the social construction of personhood for the students. The
findings are briefly outlined in this section.
A key finding to note in this section responds to the question: Who is doing the
initiating here? The students took up a different role and different power relationships
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than those available in traditional school literacy practices. It was the students who were
the interviewers, changing role relationships. The structure of the writing project
positioned students to conduct interviews and ask questions about their research topics.
The positions established within the writing club provided different power relationships
from those in traditional school literacy practices where it is the teacher who does the
initiating and evaluating. In the writing project, the students were doing the initiating and
evaluating the usefulness of interviewees* responses to their inquiry
A second finding responds to the question of where the students’ initiations or
proposals were acknowledged. There is a conversational implicature associated with an
interview. The students’ questions were immediately addressed during the interview
phase of the study. Additionally, the students* inquiry was taken seriously by the people
they interviewed. These findings address how the role and power relationships
established within the writing project influenced the social construction of personhood.
A third finding responds to the question: Who were the students interviewing?
The structure of the project provided the opportunity for community members to position
students to take up different role, social, and power relationships. Additionally, there was
personal investment on the part of students because they were interviewing members of
their own communities. The interviews were not passionless.
A fourth finding responds to the question: What was the status associated with the
activity or event of interviewing? The event of an interview creates an implicature for the
interviewers’ questions to be answered. The status of the students was high because of
the position they took up within the event as interviewers and because of the status
assigned to this position within the writing club, by the community members, and by the
school. The group identity that was constructed was a social relationship with the
community based on affiliation.
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A fifth finding responds to the question: What were the students* findings in
relation to their inquiry? The students* questions provoked the community members to
discuss several broad community-based literacy practices used to contest oppression
through everyday interactions. These community-based literacy practices, defined in
Chapter 3, included:
• reconstructing culture, history, and language
• examining personal experience
• sharing knowledge
• asking questions and
• telling stories.
The students found these community-based literacy strategies when, in response
to the students’ queries, each community member used the community-based literacy
strategies of tellings stories, asking questions, and sharing knowledge to contest
oppression. That is, the community writers and researchers the students talked to
connected community literacy practices with personhood. Each extended an invitation to
the students to engage in social action for change, as they do. This was an invitation to
the students to participate in a societal dialogue about racism with those we love: with
family, friends, and community members, much as West (1992) calls for.

Ashton Interview Excerpt
In this section, I present excerpts from the students* first interview with Irma
Ashton to highlight the strategies community members used to position students. Please
note that the type of analysis conducted in this section is textual and thematic, not
microethnographic. As noted in Chapter 3, each of these types of analysis provided
important information. Given the nature of the interview event in which the students were
engaged, thematic and textual analyses were appropriate.
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Transcript 2 is from the students* first meeting with Ashton. It is only a small
piece of a two-hour meeting. Ashton’s strategies included using personal pronouns to
establish group identity, naming positions, explaining epistemology, and describing
research methods.
Transcript 2 also shows how DeLayne positioned herself within the interview.
What is important to note is the way DeLayne responds to Ashton and to the methods for
researching that Ashton conveys. DeLayne’s uptake is along the dimension of
epistemology. Much of what Ashton says regarding epistemology and much of what
happens in the interview—the relationship built between Ashton and the studentsprofoundly affected the research designs the students constructed and eventually impacted
the ethnographic analysis and reports they wrote.
The ethnographic research the students conducted was recursive. What happened
at one writing club meeting influenced what occurred at later meetings. Both the content
of what community members said in response to students* questions and the research
processes they described reappeared in the students’ writing at the word, sentence, story,
and theme levels.

Transcript #2
1.

IA:

Ask questions.

2.

Talk to people.

3.

I think that the research that you're doing

4.

in your community

5.

is dynamite.

6.

I mean,

7.

that's where you get some of your best ideas

8.

as writers
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9.

or as performers.

.
11.
12.

Just sittin' down with the lady next door

13.

what was her life living down South....

14.

What was that like?

15.

You know,

16.

talkin' to your grandma

17.

and talking to your mother,

18.

talking to your aunt

19.

about what their experiences were.

20.

I mean,

10

Where your best ideas come from.

and talking to her about

.
22.

You sit around and you get to—

23.

together with a family gathering

24.

and the stories start rolling!

25.

I’m sure

26.

every single person at this table

27.

can tell a story that your grandmother told you,

28.

that your grandfather told you,

29.

or that an aunt or an uncle

30.

or a family friend told you.

31.

And that's how plays are written!

32.

You know?

33.

And there's nothing new in the world.

34.

Nobody that... devise a story ...

21

we all know how it is.
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35.

it’s something that they heard

36.

somewhere and had elaborated.

37.

I just finished

38.

a production that I performed,

39.

called "Joe Turner's Come and Gone."

40.

And

41.

it takes place in 1911.

42.

And it-

43.

and it tells a part of history

44.

that a lot of people don't know about

45.

After slavery.

46.

Black men were-

47.

were stolen

48.

and put back in slavery

49.

to work for the big industrialists

50.

in the South.

51.

Now,

52.

there's something that this playwright, August Wilson,

53.

he would hear these stories being told

54.

at the kitchen table

55.

when he was a kid,

56.

how,

57.

you know,

58.

Miss Ruby's husband never came home.

59.

I wonder where he is?

60.

Do you think he left her?
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61.

DM:

[Small laugh]

62.

IA:

And then months and months and months would go by

63.

and they would find out that they had

64.

[inaudible]

65.

had him kidnapped.

66.

You know--

67.

you know what I'm saying?

68

.

That~so it's that sort of oral history.

69.

And we come from an oral tradition.

70.

Black people do.

71.

And Latino people, also.

72.

Come from an oral tradition.

73.

We don't write a lot of stuff down,

74.

but we tell stories.

75.

We're story-tellers.

76.

We pass stories to one another.

77.

Another thing that inspired August Wilson to write

78.

the play

79.

was a painting that he saw

80.

by an African-American artist.

81.

He was a collage muralist.

82.

And his name was Romare Bearden.

83.

And he saw this painting

84.

with this Black man sitting at a table

85.

with a hat pulled down,

86.

another man coming down the staircase.
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87.

And it inspired him

88.

'cause it was just so

89.

beautiful.

90.

This painting was also haunting.

91.

And he'd say,

92.

"Who are these people?

93.

going to write a story,

94.

going to make something up."

95.

You know?

96.

And so then he goes back into his memory,

97.

what he calls his "blood memory"

98.

which means stories that he heard as a child.

99.

And create a story

100.

for these two people in the painting that he saw.

101.

So there's many ways to,

102.

you know, do your research and your writing.

103.

It doesn't always-I mean,

104.

and the best place to go is your library and-

105.

and looking things up.

106.

But that's for,

107.

you know,

108.

like the technical stuff and the dates

109.

and historical stuff.

110.

But to get the real information,

111.

what you're doing and the way you're going about it,

112.

I think, is the best way.
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113.

Talking to people.

114.

And asking questions

115.

of people in your community

116.

and then in your-in your home, in your family.

117.

So why don't you tell me a bit about yourselves

118.

or--or the kind of research that you'd be doing?

119.

What your specific questions are.

120.

DY:

I was wondering when you'd take that up!

121.

DM

The things that I'm doing?

122.

IA:

Mmm-hmm.

123.

DM

Well, my mom told my grandmother

124.

who passed away.

125.

IA:

Uh-huh.

126.

DM:

She told me a lot of stories about

127.

about way

128.

in those times

129.

when they had to work in the fields and stuff.

130.

IA:

Mmm-hmm.

131.

DM

And they—

132.

IA:

Where was your grandmother from?

133.

DM

Um, Georgia.

134.

IA:

Mmm-hmm.

135.

DM

And-

136.

and my mother.

137.

she used to tell me stories about

138.

how
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139.

they had to work in fields until...

140.

and when slaver—

141.

they had to work for white people.

142.

IA:

Mmm-hmm.

143.

DM:

And they told me a lot!

144.

And I, like.

145.

it was very inter-

146.

intere...

147.

IA:

Interesting?

148.

DM:

Uh-huh.

149.

IA

It's fascinating, isn't it?

150.

DM:

Yeah.

151.

They had great stories like that—

In the above segment of the interview, Ashton positions the students by
employing the linguistic strategies of directives (for example, in lines 1 and 2, she directs
the students to ask questions and talk to people) and evaluatives (for example, in lines 35, she positions students by evaluating their research and its location (“in your
community” as “dynamite”). Her evaluative statement conveys status to them and their
inquiry. In lines 8 and 9, Ashton uses the strategy of naming the positions of writers and
performers in reference to the students. In lines 10-13, she uses the evaluative comment
“best” to comment on epistemology, or the location of knowledge. Ashton tells the
students that it is in the community “where vou get some of vour best ideas as writers and
performers.” Thus, she positions community members as “sources of academic
knowledge” (Moll, 1992). Between lines 11 and 19, she identifies “the lady next
door.. .grandma.. .mother.. .aunt” as important people to ask about their life experiences.
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In lines 13-14, she gives an example of a specific kind of question to ask: “What was her
life living down South[?]”.
In lines 21-27, Ashton develops for the students research methods for accessing
knowledge in the community. In these lines, notice that she positions the students by
developing a group identity, in part through the use of pronouns. In line 21, “We all
know how it is” conveys a methodology located in everyone’s lives. She positions them
with “We” in line 21, then uses “you” twice in line 22. “You” can be taken both in the
plural (the group identity) and the singular (each individual defining herself as engaging
in research) sense. A family gathering together is viewed as epistemology (where
knowledge is located); the way the knowledge is conveyed is through stories Oine 24). In
lines 25-27, the linguistic strategy she uses positions the students as individuals (“every
single person”) but also as having a collective experiential knowledge of the research
methodology she has just laid out. In line 27, she gives them the indirect warrant, as
researchers and writers and artists, to tell those stories. This interpretation is supported in
line 31, where she says, “that’s how plays are written.” She has explained who has the
knowledge (relatives, neighbors, friends) and that this knowledge is based on their
experiences in the community (lines 4,7, 10, 11, 13, 19, 22, 23).
Between lines 37 and 49, Ashton gives a dramaturgical example based on an
August Wilson play in which she had just performed. Lines 43 and 44 continue to
develop the kind of knowledge held in the community. In this way, Ashton positions the
students as learners about history and the importance of learning what “a lot of people
don’t know about” (line 44). The stories told at family gatherings (line 55) “and at the
kitchen table” tell history from the community’s perspective. Community members hold
knowledge about surviving and defining themselves while living within a racist regime
(e.g., Lines 45-55).
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In lines 67 and 68, Ashton again explicitly speaks of epistemology. In line 67,
when she asks, “You know what I’m saying,” she is trying to confirm that she has
positioned the students as having understood and, indeed, acknowledged her. The way
she returns to including them as knowledgeable is a key strategy she uses to position
them as researchers of the community. Note in lines 69-76, she uses “we” frequently,
specifically at first to refer to Black people, then broadening the use to include Latinos.
Ashton returns to dramaturgy (lines 77-95), then in lines 96-99, she comes back
to discussing epistemology again. She explains that Wilson uses his ‘“blood memory
which means stories he heard as a child.” In line 102, notice that Ashton employs
pronouns “you” and “your”, again developing group and singular identity. In the
question “You know?” Qine 95) is the assumption that students are knowledgeable, that
they understand. Then, she names explicitly “your research and your writing” in line
105). Quite interestingly, Ashton positions the students by juxtaposing their work as
researchers (line 102), not only with her own (for example, line 38), but with that of
literary figure, August Wilson.
In lines 103-109, Ashton positions the students by personalizing their relation to
kinds of knowledge found in “your library”. She delimits the kinds of information found
in libraries as technical and for “looking things up” (line 105). Ashton then juxtaposes
this description with two evaluative comments (“the real information” and “the best way”)
in lines 110-112. Notice how she names the students' work as researchers and writers
(“what you’re doing) and their methodology of interviewing community members (“the
way you’re going about it”) between the two evaluative comments. She brings the
segment to a close in lines 113-116 by using the same directives and summarizing the
message she used to open the segment (‘Talking to people. And asking questions of
people in your community, and then in your, in your home, in your family.") and which
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she developed throughout the segment. Ashton uses the pronoun “your” to explicitly
position the students over and over again.
Ashton then makes a transition (lines 117-119) to focus on the students’
individual questions. The linguistic strategy she uses to position the students here is a
direct invitation (“you tell me a bit about yourselves”); thus, she initiates a topic. In line
120, Denise nervously reacts to the question. Everyone ignored her comment. Ashton
gave the floor to DeLayne through her gaze. It is very interesting to note that DeLayne’s
uptake is by making a series of epistemological statements. DeLayne positions herself
within the literacy practices Ashton had just discussed by saying she listened to her
mother tell stories that her grandmother had told “about way in those times when they had
to work in the fields and stuff’). DeLayne continues in lines 135-141 to specify that her
mother had conveyed to her through stories the historical, economic, and sociological
knowledge she had learned from DeLayne’s grandmother. DeLayne closes with an
evaluative comment (“very interesting”) to which Ashton responds by using an evaluative
comment, too (“fascinating”).
DeLayne’s next evaluative comment which is even stronger (“They had great
stories”), prompts Ashton into performance (Foster’s 1992 and Hymes’s 1991 term).
At the time of the interview with Ashton, I thought DeLayne had misunderstood
Ashton’s question to her about her topic (in the last sentence of segment 3). However,
upon a closer examination, I argue that this is not what happened. DeLayne kept the focus
on the collective question about community research practices and signals her and her
family’s position within these traditions by virtue of their ongoing engagement in the
practices Ashton has described. DeLayne positions herself as a member of a family and
culture of storytellers, encouraged at each point by Ashton’s backchannelling ("Mmmhmm; Uhh.") recognition of what she’s accomplishing here. DeLayne establishes the
social significance of what Ashton has laid out, saying in essence, that her mother and
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grandmother are/were oral historians. DeLayne “goes back into her ‘blood memory’”,
(August Wilson’s term, used by Ashton earlier) to say she has learned about what life
was like growing up during slavery through the stories her mother and grandmother told
(‘around the kitchen table*).
DeLayne recognizes the role of narrative within the community as serving the
functions and meanings discussed by Ashton when she puts a coda on the accounts she
has heard. DeLayne uses three strategies to position herself and her family within the
literacy practices promoted by Ashton. In line 143, she makes a cumulative statement
about the accounts rendered ('They told me a lot"), in line 151, with the evaluative
comment (“They had great stories) and analogical one (like that”).
DeLayne refocuses Ashton on the group’s query about research practices so that
Ashton “tells a great story” of research practice within her own family, positioning herself
here as a mother who is passing on the practice to her daughter.
188.

IA:

Because the--the-

189.

the tragic thing that has happened to African-Americans

190.

in this country

191.

is that we don't know our history.

192.

We don't know our genealogy.

193.

And why?

194.

Because of slavery.

195.

Our names were taken away from us.

196.

our heritage,

197.

our culture.

198.

All of that was stripped from us.

199.

So, I mean,

200.

if you wanted to go visit your folks in Africa,
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201.

where would you go?

202.

DM:

[Shrugs shoulders]

203.

IA:

You don't know.

204.

You don't even know what your name is.

205.

You know what I'm saying?

206.

DM:

People forgot their names?

207.

DY:

Their real names?

208.

IA:

Their real names.

209.

They made you~they made you forget.

210.

They were given other names.

211.

And I'm sure there was a lot of people that remembered.

212.

Like Alex Haley.

213.

Everybody's seen “Roots”?

214.

G:

Mmm-hmm.

215.

IA:

Okay.

In lines 188-215, Ashton uses personal pronouns to position herself as a member
of a group (“African Americans” in line 189 ties to “we” in line 192 and the consecutive
use of “our” in lines 192,195,196,197, and us in lines 195 and 198) committed to
reconstructing history (lines 191,195-196) and culture (line 197). In lines 199-201,
Ashton positions DeLayne (she is specifically addressing DeLayne here) as a group
member responsible for affiliation to the group by personalizing the knowledge she is
conveying directly by defining DeLayne’s experience (“if you wanted to visit your folks
in Africa”; “You don’t even know what your name is.”). Ashton continuously used
personal pronouns to position students in relationship to knowledge.
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Notice that DeLayne distances herself by using third person pronouns in her
question “People forgot their names?” It is through the use of intertextual links that
Denise takes the floor by asking a question. Denise inserts the evaluative and clarifying
term “real” used by Ashton earlier (“real story”, “real information”) between DeLayne’s
words “their names”.
Ashton acknowledges DeLayne and Denise by repeating their words. She uses a
third person pronoun (“they”) in response to both DeLayne and Denise but shifts
immediately to position herself and by extension DeLayne in ongoing relationship to
community ancestors through first person pronoun (“made you-they made you forget.").
Ashton then shifts to third person (They”) to refer to community ancestors,
acknowledging DeLayne’s linguistic strategy. There is at least a double entendre in
Ashton’s use of “other” as an adjective to describe the names Africans were given. She
uses the adjective “other” to name the position defined legally and culturally for Africans
within the broader social context She then makes a linguistic transition (line 211) and
tells a “great” (DeLayne’s evaluative comment used earlier to describe stories told around
the table) story to develop her point:
238.

IA:

you were working in the fields twenty hours a day.

239.

There's gonna be a lot of stuff

240.

that you're gonna forget.

241.

you know!

242.

And when you're beaten so badly,
i

243.

physically and psychologically.

244.

um—our drum was taken away from us,

245.

and that was our means of communication.

246.

The drum was—is not used as.

247.

DM:

music.
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Notice that in lines 238-245 Ashton brings the next segment to a transition point
by returning to the use of personal pronouns (“you”, “you’re”). She then tells a story to
share knowledge “that not many people know” about the conditions of slavery: “our drum
was taken away from us”. She again positions herself and by extension DeLayne as
responsible for reconstructing history and language and culture from the community’s
perspective.The linguistic strategy she uses to create these positions again are personal
ones: “us”, and “our”. This is not the distant past, unrelated to the present.
The reader should note the story Ashton tells about the drum and its
communicative role cross-culturally within African societies. This story and interaction is
important because the information will reappear in Sandra’s ethnographic report It is
discussed later in this chapter.
Summary. The preceding discussion has been based on a textual and thematic
analysis of a small but representative excerpt from Ashton’s first interview with the
students. I discussed the linguistic strategies Ashton employed to assign significance to
the positions the students took up as researchers and writers about the community. She
positioned students as knowledgeable about the epistemology and research methods she
detailed. Ashton engaged the students in the very practices she was describing, using the
interview as an opportunity to “let the stories start rolling” (lines 21-27).
Ashton laid out what Foster (1992) and Galwatney (1981) call a world view and
moral message in response to DeLayne’s comment. Ashton emphasized the use of
narrative to teach about history, culture, and language and the importance of
reconstructing them. She positions African-American family members as theorists and
oral historians.
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Cruz Interview Excerpt
In this section, I discuss the strategies used by Teresa Cruz to position the
students. Please note that in this transcript, and the one that follows with Davidson, the
manner of line numbering has changed. Both of these excerpts are quoted by the students
in their ethnographic reports. Therefore, these accounts, originally spoken, were
published as part of the project. Given that the analysis in these two sections is textual
and thematic, I numbered them based on the written version, rather than the oral
rendering of the text This seemed to be a way of conveying the dynamic relationship
between oral and written texts characteristic throughout the project.
During her interview with the students, Teresa Cruz positioned the students by
using the linguistic strategies of analogy, analyzing personal experiences based on
racism, and telling a story about how she used (uses) knowledge about the community’s
history, culture, and language to contest dominant oppressive social conditions and views
about people based on race and ethnicity.
In the excerpt below, Cruz specifically locates where she grew up as a way of
transitioning into her comments. The students had just gone around the circle telling her
about their research questions and progress, talking about their lives in the community.
She then juxtaposes the students’ inquiry interests with her concerns as a teenager. She
makes an analogy between their efforts and the reasons for and the positions she created
for herself through writing beginning when she was a teenager. Notice the status she
conveys to writing by defining it as an art. While it is the case that writing is referred to as
an art in traditional school literacy practices “the language arts”, writing is often taught as
a skill, rather than taken up to develop a better understanding of and critique the cultural
dynamics in which we live.
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Transcript #3
1.

I grew up in the South East Bronx. Every topic that you touched on was part

2.

of my growing up. It was really scary and I didn’t feel safe. I started writing to

3.

create safe places for myself. I think art is a way of healing.

4.

I felt very insecure. I had so many problems. I experienced racism. When I

5.

moved into a primarily white neighborhood as a Latina, kids would make fun of

6.

my accent I'd get that feeling of being an outsider, like you don't fit in. Because

7.

I had white skin, kids would say ‘‘You don’t look it.” Like I don't look Puerto

8.

Rican.

9.

I'd say to them, ‘‘What do you think I’m supposed to look like?” Then I’d

10.

tell them about the history of Puerto Rico and that the first people to live there

11.

were Tainos and then the Spaniards came as colonizers, then the Africans.

12.

So when you are Puerto Rican you really have the blood and cultures of Tainos,

13.

Spaniards, and Africans. We are really the Rainbow People.

14.

The Tainos named the island after themselves because they traveled all the

15.

way from South America. From Venezuela and the Orinoco River. They traveled

16.

to the island. They settled there 1500 years before Columbus. And people are

17.

telling us that Columbus discovered the Americas. He was an invader and a

18.

colonizer. The original settlers were the Tainos.

Cruz is saying that the students remind her of herself and the problems she had as
a teenager. Having listened to them, she responds by telling a personal narrative based on
her experience of growing up as a Latina in a white neighborhood. She names the same
attributes that the students had named at their third writing club meeting, noting that her
accent and appearance had been the basis on which she experienced racist incidents. She

155

names as part of that experience that she had “the feeling of being an outsider” in her own
neighborhood. Recall Shanae relating Sandra’s experience in the third club meeting.
Notice that Cruz uses her own experience to tell a story to the students about how
she used her knowledge about her culture, history, and language in order to intervene
during these face-to-face encounters. Here she shows through narrative the importance of
recognizing, naming and addressing racism through your everyday interactions. Through
the strategy of telling a story she models for students positions they might take up in
similar situations. Cruz continues to reinterpret the canonical accounts of the first
encounters between Europeans and the indigenous American peoples, noting that racism
has characterized individual and institutional social relationships and cultural practices in
this country. These factors, according to Cruz, continue to mediate the relationship
between cultural practices and the social construction of personhood. She says this in line
16-17 when she refers to traditional (e.g., dominant interpretations of textbook) accounts
of the discovery of the Americas. Cruz thus repositions Columbus as an invader and
colonizer.
Summary. Cmz positions the students through the linguistic strategy of analogy
and modeling. She compares their efforts with hers during adolescence. She uses a
personal narrative from that era of her life to model for them how she used (uses)
knowledge about the history, culture, and language from the community’s perspective to
intervene during a racist encounter. Through these strategies she builds solidarity with the
students and their struggles to act with agency to define themselves in similar situations.
i

She provides an alternative account of the Columbus myth, asserting the position of the
Tainos as discoverers. The significance of naming as a way of positioning is discussed
throughout the account (for example, line 11, “Spaniards as colonizers”; line 13, “We are
really the Rainbow People”; line 14, “The Tainos named the island after themselves
because...”; lines 17-18, “Columbus...was an invader and a colonizer.”).
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Cruz addresses the same tensions the students themselves had raised from the
beginning of the project (compare this excerpt with the students’ earlier discussion about
group identity). In lines 8-17, she tells how she uses her knowledge about the
community’s culture and history to contest racist attitudes. Acknowledgment of
personhood as a central, ongoing issue, wound up inextricably with everyday
interactions, was a predominant theme stressed by community members in their
responses to students’ interview questions.
The themes Ashton and Cruz developed reoccur throughout the students’ writing.
Although the students interviewed a number of other people in their community, the
interviews with Ashton and Cruz were especially powerful. These two women provided
the students with a framework for researching their communities, helped them understand
the importance of narrative, and provided emotional support Ashton and Cruz took an
interest in what the students were doing and, in doing so, validated their research activity.
The students could affiliate their research and writing activities with the efforts of Ashton
and Cruz.

Davidson Interview Excerpt
The following segment from the students’ interview with Marsha Davidson is
important because it shows that the students found the political theater across generations.
Ashton, Cruz, and Davidson each worked within the political theater at two levels of
involvement: with adults and with adolescents. Each was involved in building multiracial
coalitions. Transcript 4 also shows an additional pattern of linguistic strategies prevalent
within the data.
As often happens in ethnographic research, one activity led to another activity that
could not have been planned in advance. Ashton told us about local high school students,
who, through their Health Peer Education group, were examining similar issues and
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writing a play. The writing club members went to a rehearsal and a performance of the
play. After the rehearsal, the students interviewed Marsha Davidson, the director.1 The
transcript of the interview with Davidson shows the repetition of the themes brought up in
the interviews with Ashton and Cruz.

Transcript #4
1.

DeLayne: Is there a connection between alcoholism and racism?

2.

Davidson: Racism has an effect on how a student behaves. Students who

3.

are treated poorly by teachers, whose history and culture is missing from the

4.

curriculum, who are put into tracked classes become disinterested in school.

5.

Uninterested students often drop out and turn to drugs because they are bored.

6.

Alcohol is a drug. That’s why the Peer Education Group is establishing a

7.

Performing Company. They are developing a repertoire of plays because

8.

these issues are connected: alcoholism, drug abuse, and racism. One of the

9.

implications of racism for students of color is poor self-esteem. When you

10.

are constantly put down, you begin to feel bad about yourself. For example,

11.

Native Americans have a very high rate of alcoholism. They were pushed off

12.

their land and onto Indian reservations. This caused so deep a hurt They

13.

turned the hurt inside and then turned to alcohol to numb the pain.

Notice that DeLayne is the initiator here who asks Davidson if there is an
intertextual link between alcoholism and racism. Davidson uses the strategy of providing
a critical analysis of schooling, describing it as a site for maintaining or contesting
dominant views of personhood, which are destructive to students of color. Everyday

^ee K. McClean-Donaldson (1994) for a study based on a similar Health Peer Education Arts project,
designed to address racism. Donaldson documents and pinpoints the relationship between racism and the
high drop out rate among students of color.
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interactions between teachers and students are cited as key along three dimensions of
schooling: (a) the way students are positioned by teachers as individuals (treated badly);
(b) the way students’ communities are treated (history and culture are missing from the
curriculum); and (c) the way students are categorized in tracks, with the lowest status
tracks having a disproportionate number of students of color and bilingual students.
It is interesting to note that while DeLayne has not asked about schooling or
teenagers, Davidson makes these intertextual links, acknowledging the connections
between the Peer Education Group's interests and analysis (see lines 6-9) and the Vega
Writing Club members’ inquiry. She uses an indirect strategy to explicitly position the
problems youth encounter.
Summary of the Interview Excerpts
Each community member conveyed to the students the importance of
researching the community’s history, language, and culture as a primary tool to
challenge institutionalized and internalized notions about persons based on race and
racism. There were similar and distinct linguistic strategies used by each community
member to position the students.
Because the relationships that were being constructed during the project are of
an inter-event, rather than an intra-event nature, a discussion of the findings is
presented at the end of this chapter and in Chapter 6.

Student Writing During the Interview Phase
The following excerpts from Sandra Verne’s notebook give a sense of the issues
and themes raised across interviews as well as the feelings of affiliation and alienation that
the students felt as they conducted the project. Notice, as an example, how Sandra takes
Ashton’s strategy of ‘tracing your roots’ ("She told us about how her daughter traced her
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family roots...") and frames it into a question for another community member (see May
2nd questions for Cruz), cross-checking its importance.
Many of the questions raised by Sandra can be described as invitations, or
initiations of topics. Each invitation implicates a response in which the community
member positioned her or himself. Sandra uses the personal pronoun you to directly ask
Cruz and Vega to tell about themselves, their experiences, and views.

March 13, 19932
1.

Irma Ashton told us about her trip to Africa and how when she got there everyone

2.

was kind and emotional They came up to her and gave her hugs and told her

3.

welcome back and that they loved her.

4.

She told us about some of her plays.

5.

She also told us about how her daughter traced her family roots by making a

6.

couple of phone calls and how.her great grandfather started a church.

7.

She also told us that her two cousins were famous ballerinas.

May 2, 1993
1.

Today I’m going to write down some questions for Teresa Cruz

2.

Question #1. How did you go about tracing your roots?

3.

Question # 2. At what age did you realize that you wanted to trace your roots?

May 15, 1993
[Questions for and Field Notes from Carlos Vega Interview]
1.

Why did you start writing/investigating racism?

2.

Explain what you mean by racism?

Spelling, punctuation, and capitalization are as they appear in Sandra’s notebook.
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3.

Did you ever think about what the world would be like without racism?

4.

Wouldn *t have violance

5.

Could like people for who you are

6.

it would be great equal oppertunity

7.

Is racism or sexism worse?

8.

How do you think you might stop racism? How did you find out?

9.

Do you think racism is connected to kids dropping out of school?

10.

Racism is part of why people drop out of school. Yes when they are

11.

treated differendy and are looked at as on the outside. They feel unwanted.

12.

What does the P. R.C.C. do?
13. to provide cultural programs not to forget came from culture
14. adult education program to get education

15.

Goals as a director of Agency

16.

to make sure community learns about Puerto Ricans

17.

develope a center where people can come and see art history people.

18.

The P. R. Community.

The structure of the project provided the students with varied opportunities to
write and engage in analysis. Sandra Verne’s field notes from the first Ashton interview
show how she positioned herself in relation to Ashton. In each of the four topics she
noted, Sandra uses the personal pronoun “us”, reflecting the group identity that had been
established. It is interesting that her notes record Ashton’s trip to Africa in terms of
relationships established based on her heritage as African (everyone was kind and
emotional; gave hugs; told her welcome back and that they loved her).
Sandra asks Vega for a definition of racism, for his vision of the future without
racism, his ideas on how to fight it, and his opinion on whether racism or sexism is
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worse. Each of these questions is sophisticated and has an analytical purpose. Together
they serve to cross-check information across sources. Note, for example, that Sandra
asks Vega whether he thinks there is a connection between racism and students dropping
out Recall that Davidson had provided this analysis in response to a question posed by
DeLayne. This is representative data showing that students built on what they heard from
various community members and how they kept track of it This is important because it is
sometimes thought that during a “pairing” conversation only the student who the
“teacher” is talking to is really engaged. That was clearly shown not to be the case within
this project The way the project was structured, the status of the role of interviewer, and
the linguistic strategies used by group and community members all contributed to what
might be described as an ensemble performance as students built intertextual links across
interviews. Remember none of the community members knew anything about the
students' other interviews so the links were being juxtaposed by the students.
In addition to the strategy of reclaiming your cultural heritage, the other strategies
elicited from Vega include the importance of learning your history, analyzing overlapping
forms of oppression, and acting for social justice through your everyday interactions.
Building Personhood through Intertextualitv
Qvgrvigw tQ.LhgJ.ggti.On
In this section, I present findings about the linguistic strategies Ashton used to
position and reposition the students as they worked with her on writing up their
ethnographic reports. I discuss how the students took up a particular field of intertextual
semantic potentials. The social construction of intertextuality built as they used
community-based literacy practices affected the students’ in-situ definitions of
personhood.
The way students wrote up their ethnographic reports was influenced by the
literacy practices they encountered: for example, seeing the Health Peer Educators’ play
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and hearing about the work of Ashton and Cruz in the political theater influenced them to
include monologues, skits, personal narratives, and poetry in their ethnographic reports.
Their writing is based on what they learned about themselves and their various
communities as they did the ethnography. As discussed in the rest of this chapter, the
students used the community practices they accessed during their inquiry.
Background Description of the Report Writing Activity
As noted in the previous section, the students developed an affiliation with the
community members they interviewed, especially with Ashton, who met three times with
them during the project. Students had the opportunity to work with Ashton as they wrote
up their research because of the initiative they took in asking her to meet with them again
for this purpose. The following analysis of interactions is derived from the transcript of
the final meeting with Ashton in which the students worked with her on writing up their
research. We had sent Ashton a book prospectus in preparation for this meeting. Ashton
had prepared exercises for each student based on the plans they conveyed in their chapter
abstracts.
In the rest of the chapter, I show the relationship between community members’
reasons for and ways of researching and writing and those established by the students in
their reports. The students found several literacy practices, defined in Chapter 3, among
the community members they interviewed. This section analyzes the conversations
between Ashton and the students and shows how the students used the identified
community literacy practices in writing their research reports. Five broad community
literacy practices used by the students are evident in the excerpts below: (a) reconstructing
culture and history, (b) sharing knowledge to contest oppression, (c) analyzing personal
experience to contest oppression, (d) asking questions to contest oppression, and (e)
telling stories to contest oppression. In Chapter 3,1 discussed these analytical categories.
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Transcripts 5, 6, 7, and 8 focus on Ashton’s interactions with each of the four students.
Given the length of the session, it is not feasible to discuss the entire transcript
The analyses are complex for several reasons. There are four levels of analysis:
(a) the interactional level (social positioning within the group), (b) the ideational (content
of the writing), which is an aspect of textual positioning (c) the representational (issues
about how people are positioned within student texts), and (d) the performance (the
meanings added and changed by performance of the text within the group). The levels of
analysis are entwined, reflecting the complex and dynamic interplay of the interaction.
Charts 1,2,3 and 4 provide line-by-line descriptions of each utterance, reflecting the
various levels of analysis.
Students gained access to an alternative set of literacy practices in school as a
result of their ethnographic inquiry. The microethnographic analysis shows how
community-based literacy practices led students to examine personhood. These include
efforts to reconstruct family, neighborhood, and community relationships (DeLayne),
adolescent alienation (Marielis), racial, ethnic and gender identities (Sandra), and racial
identity (Denise). I present one excerpt for each of the four students to show the overlap
and variation in how they employed community literacy practices in their reports. I
provide necessary background information to introduce each transcript. The italicized
print indicates that a written text is being performed.
DeLavne’s Conference with Ashton
Chart 2 shows the social construction of intertextual relationships within
Transcript 5. The intertextual processes of the writing club involved the recursive use and
referencing of written and spoken language used earlier, and the referencing of future
texts, their uses and meanings. This recursivity is a central feature of facilitator-student
interaction and of student participation in the group.
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Meanings established may be, as is the case in this excerpt, left implicit among
participants. In other words, knowledge is signaled in insider ways. I will highlight this
aspect of the social construction of intertextuality in the following analysis of Ashton’s
interaction with DeLayne. I analyze findings that show relationships between the source
(who was juxtaposing texts) and location (where the texts were juxtaposed) and the
functions established as participants interacted. Chart 1 shows what social relationships
and roles were established. It is important to note that the authority which students
established as researchers is interwoven with their reasons for conducting research.
DeLayne wanted to address the problem of alcoholism in the community. She asked the
members of a neighborhood family, in which the mother was a recovering alcoholic, to
tell their story as a way of raising awareness of the issue. The family members agreed to
be interviewed because they hoped that by telling their story of “going through some bad
times,” as DeLayne wrote in her report, they might help address the problem of
alcoholism.

Transcript #5
24.

IA:

Tell me what’s up.
I’ll start with you.

25.
26.

DM:

A lot.

27.

IA:

Okay.

28.
29.

All right.
DM:

to get this book finished.

30.
31.

IA:

32.
33.

I just can’t wait

What’s it going to take?
What do you need?

DM:

What do I need?
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34.

IA:

What do you need and how can I help?

35.

DM:

To um

36.

go through this

37.

What did I say?

38.

SV:

To put it in to get

39.
40.

DM:

To put it like I’m
in their place?

41.
42.

The wording

IA:

Okay.

43.

All right.

44.

Well,

45.

you’ve done your research

46.

and you remember everything that was said.

47.

right?

48.

So you

49.

speak the way that they did.

50.

to you.

51.

the people that you interviewed.

52.

Just tell their story

53.

the way that they told it to you.

54.

It’s almost like just pretending that you are them.

55.

Or that the situation is yours,

56.

as opposed to somebody else’s.

57.

DM:

Okay.

58.

IA:

Does that make sense?

59.

DM

Mmm-hmm!
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60.

IA:

Let me-

61.

do you have—?

62.

[Ashton reads DeLayne’s writing]

63.

Elsie

64.

is an alcoholic.

65.

She told me stories about what she went through

.

66

and how she had to deal with the problem.

67.

Told me stories about how she used to stay out all night,

68.

come in around 3 or 4 in the morning.

69.

Elsie also told me she

70.

used to ask someone

71.

to watch her child

72.

just so she could go out

73.

and have something to drink.

74.

Elsie also told me how her daughter

75.

would not talk to her because of her drinking problem.

76.

Elsie did not know how the daughter felt

77.

because they could never sit down and talk.

78.

One day

79.

Elsie was drunk

80.

and her daughter had come in around 9:30 or 10.

81.

What do you think her daughter said

82.

before she goes in the door?

83.

She gets a funny feeling in her stomach.

84.

Tlungs be running through her head like,

85.

“Will she hit me tonight?"

167

86.

or

87.

“Will she be fighting with stepdad?”

88.

“Or will it be a quiet night tonight?"

89.

Every day of her life was unhappy

90.

when she came home,

91.

and when she comes home

92.

she always had to hear her mother say,

93.

“I can stop when I want to!"

94.

But Elsie's daughter knows

95.

it's the same old thing

96.

every time she comes home.

97.

This is a beautiful narrative right here.

98.

And it’s a nice way to set it up.

99.

What form do you want to take when you write the story?

100.

Do you want it to be like a dramatic presentation.

101.

like a play?

102.

Or a monologue?

103.

DM:

Uh-huh.

104.

IA:

Okay,

105.

well then you can have many voices.

106.

okay?

107.

And this is the narrator.

108.

The narrator doesn’t have to be a character.

109.

This is the narrator.

110.

just someone telling-

111.

setting it up.
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112.

Then your piece can open after the narrative,

113.

and you can have the mother’s perspective.

114.

Why the mother drinks.

115.

What made her start drinking?

116.

What kinds of problems she might have

117.

in her life

118.

that make her unhappy?

119.

’Cause usually when someone drinks

120.

and becomes an alcoholic

121.

or a drug addict,

122.

it’s because of something

123.

that is missing in their lives

124.

or missing in their hearts....
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Establishing Status as a Researcher. Analysis of this section of Transcript 5,
which begins at line 24, shows how DeLayne establishes her authority as a researcher. In
the previous interactional unit, I requested that each student set an agenda for the meeting
with Ashton. During this interaction, DeLayne organized her papers, sat forward, held
her papers at attention. In doing so, she vied for the floor, while defining herself as a
researcher and writer with an agenda.
Ashton recognized DeLayne’s intent, inviting her to begin with the directive, “I’ll
start with you.” (line 25). Ashton asked DeLayne (lines 31,32, and 34) for clarification
of her agenda, repeating DeLayne’s words twice (“What’s it going to take?”) and my
words from earlier in the interactional unit (“What do you need? How can I help?”). A
consequence of Ashton’s recognition is that she positions DeLayne as an agenda setter
and herself as a resource to DeLayne as a researcher and writer.
DeLayne (lines 35-36) responded to Ashton’s request first by referring to her data
(‘To um, go through this”). In this way, DeLayne positions herself again as a researcher
and writer. She seems to appeal for help Oine 37), recalling or naming a specific word,
but then phrases the question with an explanation. DeLayne’s request for help is
representative of an interactional pattern within the group. Group members often asked
for clarification from one another or posed such a question to the group. Tapping into this
collective memory was a way for students to signal their group membership. In this case,
Sandra responded to help DeLayne

(lines

38-39).

DeLayne then narrowed her question (lines 40-41, “To put it like I’m in their
place?”), thus positioning herself as an agenda setter, and as a researcher with a writing
plan she wants to explore with Ashton’s help. The intertextual link DeLayne is proposing
here ties back to the first interview with Ashton; DeLayne was conveying that she wanted
to use techniques from the African American political theater. There are three bits of
evidence on which I base this interpretation: (a) The linguistic cue given by DeLayne as
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she looked at group members and asked “What did I say?” DeLayne was signaling that
she expected someone to know what she was referring to; (b) DeLayne used a definition
instead of the word to convey her meaning (“in their place”); (c) Ashton validated
DeLayne’s intent later in line 100 ('Do you want to make it a dramatic presentation?"),
picking up on DeLayne's cue here.
After three focusing comments (lines 42-44), Ashton affirms DeLayne’s research,
asking her to confirm that she has completed it This is another example of the recursivity
characteristic of the students* research processes. Students returned to the same material
again and again; each time for a new purpose. Ashton uses the word “so” with “you”
(line 48) to prepare DeLayne to listen carefully to her answer to DeLayne’s question.
Ashton then gives a series of directives Gines 49-56) about how to proceed with writing
up the research.
Ashton assigns several positions to DeLayne. These are connected to a kind of
text production which involves intertextual roles and relationships. Ashton positions
DeLayne: as researcher (line 45), as recorder, specifically Gine 46), as storyteller Gines
49-53), and as actor (lines 54-56). These are the various roles Ashton directs DeLayne to
take on, in order to accomplish her intent DeLayne agrees to this; Ashton confirms.
Another interesting aspect of this interaction is that DeLayne defines herself as willing to
take on the roles outlined by Ashton when she verifies (line 59) that she understands.
The discussion of the next segment of the transcript focuses on the process
DeLayne used to conduct her research. She collected stories from community members
"around the kitchen table", using the African-American community and family literacy
practice discussed during Ashton’s first interview (see section labeled “Ashton Interview
Excerpt” above).
In lines 60-61, Ashton asks to read DeLayne’s writing; DeLayne agrees, handing
over her papers. Ashton reads silently first; then she performs DeLayne’s narrative (lines
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63-96). There are at least four dimensions to the social construction of intertextuality that
are important here. First, Ashton’s performance of DeLayne’s piece constructs DeLayne
as a writer, researcher, and narrator in the tradition of the African-American political
theater. On a second level, DeLayne is promoting this social identity for herself through
her writing. Four times she positions herself as the collector of narratives (lines 65,67,
69, and 74). An essential part of the context is the research process and community
research practice of collecting narratives “around the kitchen table.” DeLayne herself
proposed a third dimension of the intertextual link in the goal of her chapter, where she
wrote that she collected the stories from a neighborhood family in order to address
alcoholism as a family, neighborhood, and community problem. On a fourth level, there
is the mother’s and daughter’s despair and pain and their social relationship as
constructed in DeLayne’s writing.
In lines 97-98, Ashton validates DeLayne’s narrative as an orientation to her
reader/audience, and then she asks a set of clarifying questions about genre (lines 99102). DeLayne verifies that it is her intent to work within the genres of theater.
Ashton elaborates on the positive consequences for writing that result from this
decision (“then you can have many voices”). In line 107, when Ashton says, “And this is
the narrator,” she is validating the position or social relationship DeLayne establishes for
herself within the text. The social consequence of this positioning is that DeLayne is not
perceived as a character herself; her role as researcher and writer is masked. Ashton then
suggests some questions DeLayne might answer in her monologue to convey the
mother’s perspective (lines 113-118). Ashton ends her response with a moral message
Oines 119-124), characteristic of African-American preaching style.3 There is a spiritual
dimension to her interpretation. It is interesting to note that she broadens her comment to
ask why people become alcoholics and drug addicts.

3See, for example, Foster, 1992.
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Another intertextual link Ashton is proposing to DeLayne in this segment is the
strategy of reconstructing personhood by asking questions in order to analyze, and
thereby to address, oppression. This strategy was defined in Chapter 3. In this case, the
oppression is signaled to be understood as internalized (“something missing in their
hearts”). Ashton actually went on at length in the African-American preaching style, in
essence, providing a moral framework for DeLayne’s portrayal of the mother’s
perspective. Through her sermonizing, Ashton provided guidance to DeLayne about
issues of representation within her text. Ashton repositions the mother by the way she
interprets DeLayne*s text. She instructs DeLayne about her obligations as a researcher
and writer to convey, respectfully and with depth, the mother’s experience.
In the interactional segment that follows the portion of the transcript presented
above, Ashton asked to read DeLayne’s research notes. DeLayne gave her the transcript
of her interview. Ashton read silently, then aloud, alternating back and forth between
Elsie’s story and the interviewer’s questions. Through her reading aloud, Ashton
displayed DeLayne’s accomplishments as a researcher, one who had engaged in the
community literacy practice of collecting stories around the kitchen table, which is exactly
where DeLayne gathered the family together for her research session. It is significant to
note that DeLayne conducted a group interview, not a series of individual interviews;
thereby, she positioned herself and the family on yet another level as engaging in
community literacy practices. The kitchen table as a gathering place for communal
analysis through telling and collecting stories was a community practice familiar to
DeLayne. In her first meeting with Ashton, in which she discussed her own family,
DeLayne established the kitchen table as a family gathering place for sharing personal and
historical narratives. In this project, she was able to access community literacy practice to
pursue her research agenda in school.
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The intertextual links DeLayne proposed as the interviewer reflect the strategy of
asking questions to address oppression. Conversely, the mother provided her story to
DeLayne for the same reason: to tell a story to address oppression (in this case, the
family, neighborhood, and community problem of alcoholism). In her story, Elsie, the
mother, provided several types of analyses: social (e.g., “I can’t do it myself*), gender
(“I had a husband who wasn’t there when I needed him”), economic (“We had no
money. I worked three jobs to support six kids.”), and linguistic (definition of weekend
drinker, day drinker). These quotes were read aloud by Ashton from the transcript of
DeLayne’s interview with Elsie and her family.
The above analysis reveals the particular field of intertextual semantic potentials
constructed within the writing project. Ashton acknowledged to the group that DeLayne
has “got it right here,” referring to her previous instructions to convey the mother’s
perspective. The social significance of this acknowledgment is that Ashton again
established DeLayne as a researcher and writer about the community. Ashton expressed
her delight with DeLayne, who orchestrated the interaction by responding to each topic
raised with writing that addressed Ashton’s concern, particularly ones around
representation. Ashton closed her interaction with DeLayne, with further instruction
(“elaborate a bit more”). She then focused her attention to the next student, circling
around the table, promising to return to DeLayne with “an exercise.” Ashton gave each
researcher an exercise she had prepared in advance for them. In doing so, she established
“an exercise,” a play-writing literacy practice, as part of the cultural ideology of the
group.
An interesting observation is how the other participants responded during this
seemingly one-on-one interaction. Another level of interaction, not made visible on the
chart, involves the rest of the group, who listened attentively to the interaction. Indeed,
by reading aloud, Ashton may have intended to keep the other students engaged as
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participants by including them as insiders, as audience for her performance of DeLayne’s
piece-in-progress. They could look forward to her engaging with them in a similar
manner and possibly anticipate their interaction through listening to what she said to
DeLayne and how she interacted with her. Additionally, they may have been learning
from DeLayne how they might structure their interaction with Ashton. This is not evident
from the transcript; nevertheless, it is significant to note that the students listened
attentively to Ashton and her interactions with individual students until they received their
exercises, at which point they mainly gave their attention to writing. Now and then they
would shift their attention back to the dyad, particularly when Ashton would “break into
performance/’4
This section has presented an analysis of DeLayne’s interaction with Ashton,
showing how DeLayne established her authority as a researcher within the interaction and
how she drew on the community literacy practice of asking and telling stories around the
kitchen table. Through acting as a researcher of her own community, DeLayne accessed
intergenerational meanings of literacy reminiscent of those identified by Gadsden (1992).
DeLayne apprenticed in the literacy practices of the African-American political theater.

Marielis’ Conference with Ashton
In the following section, I present a microethnographic analysis of Marielis*
conference with Ashton. It shows how Ashton positioned Marielis as an activist
After her conversation with DeLayne, Ashton shifted her attention to Marielis.
Ashton had previously asked Marielis, who wrote about the problems of teenagers, to
envision someone giving her five hundred or a thousand dollars to open a club for
teenagers. “If you were given the resources ... how would you go about it?”

4(Hymes’ term, 1981, used by Foster, 1992).
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As she did with each student, Ashton asked to read aloud what Marielis had
written. The following interaction occurred after Marielis had been writing for a short
time. Several times during the session, Ashton asked to read Marielis’ writing aloud.
Each reading provoked animated response from Ashton and the rest of the group. I
discuss below the community literacy practice Marielis accessed.

Transcript #6

.

1

IA:

Proposal for a new club in town.

2.

[Ashton reads silently.]

3.

Oh, yeah!

4.

[inaudible]

5.

This is what I had in mind.

6.

I like the ice cream bar thing, you know?

7.

Mmm!

8.

SV:

Figures she’d have food in it!

9.

IA:

Oh, of course!

10.

That’s essential!

11.

Are you kidding?

12.

SV:

It’d be like the one we go to now.

13.

IA:

It’s got a Swimming pool,

14.

a basketball court.

15.

SV:

We’ve got a basketball court.

16.

IA:

A place to dance.

17.

SV:

Got a place to dance.

18.

IA:

Hmm.
How about a room to sit and talk?

19.
20.

SV:

We got that, too.
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21.

IA:

Just a place, a quiet comer.

22.

you know? To talk about stuff.

23.

I guess the arcade would be all right.

24.

SV:

I want one of those.

25.

IA:

They are fun.

26.

This is neat!

27.

They can go and get their hair cut!

28.

You know?

29.

SV:

By college kids.

30.

IA:

This is so neat.

31.

SV:

Come out with the hair cut they’ve got.

32.

IA:

A hair cut or--?

33.

/ know how kids feel when they need a hair cut

34.

but don’t have no money for hair clips!

35.

Ah, so that would be free?

36.

MF:

Mmm-hmm.

37.

IA:

Couldn’t have that happening every day, though.

38.

Because you would have like maybe—

39.

so that’s just something to think about.

40.

I mean.

41.

Every Wednesday,

42.

MF:

Mmm-hmm.

43.

IA:

maybe some students from the barber school

44.

would come down.

45.

you know.

46.

MF:

Cut hair all day.
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47.

IA:

That’s right.

48.

SV:

Have it on Thursday so on the weekend

49.

can have your hair all done right.

50.

The guys

51.

IA:

They’ll just be looking.

52.

You can call it “Weekend Cuts.”

53.

Or something like that.

54.

Put a sign on it, you know?

55.

Yeah, that’s great!

56.

You know.

57.

you don’t have the money.

58.

but you need a favor.

59.

You need that...

60.

and get your hair cut.

61.

Ice cream bar.

62.

[Reads over silently.]

63.

This is very unique.

64.

I would put in there, though,

65.

something to think about...

66.

so you’d want a quiet place to sit...
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In line 1, Ashton responds to Marielis’ request that she look at her writing by
using the strategy of performing. Ashton says, “Proposal for a new club” as if she were
announcing the opening of a play. Ashton then, in the next five lines, makes four
evaluative comments, responding to the content of Marielis* writing. In line 6, Ashton
names a particular detail (“I like the ice cream bar thing, you know?’*). Her tag of “you
know” opens the floor in this case. In line 8, Sandra responds both to the content of
Marielis* proposal, but specifically to Ashton’s question. Sandra’s comment is an
evaluative one, which was hard to interpret as positive or negative. Ashton responds to
Sandra by giving two more evaluative comments, both emphatically in favor of the ice
cream bar. In line 11, she directly asks Sandra, “Are you kidding?” which Sandra
acknowledges by clarifying that it would be “like the one we go to now.” Sandra’s use of
the pronoun “we” positions herself as Marielis* friend and youth group co-member. In
the next series of interactions, Sandra continues to build this solidarity with Marielis and
their existing youth group. She responds in lines 15,17, and 20 to each part of Marielis’
proposal that Ashton reads aloud. In each of these three lines, Sandra continues to
establish this alliance through the use of “we”. Everyone in the group, except possibly
Ashton, knows that Sandra and Marielis belong to this particular youth group, and that
the club is an important source of data within Marielis’ inquiry.
In lines 19,21, and 22, Ashton initiates a topic and expresses a personal opinion,
suggesting that Marielis consider “a room to sit and talk.” In line 23, Ashton qualifies her
evaluation of the arcade that Marielis has included in her proposal. Sandra immediately
jumps in and says she wants one of those. Ashton agrees, noting that they are fun.
In line 26, Ashton opens a new topic for discussion, a hair salon for teenagers,
which continues through line 60. She again uses the strategy of “you know” to involve
the group in developing the idea (line 28). Sandra, in line 29, clarifies and elaborates on
the idea, specifying that college kids should give the haircuts. In line 30, Ashton repeats
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her evaluative comment, emphasized with the word “so.” Sandra develops the idea,
saying you could come out with the same haircut you have. In line 32, Ashton interrupts
herself and reads aloud from Marielis’ text. In lines 33-34, Marielis positions herself with
the teenagers she hopes to attract to her new club by saying she knows how kids feel
when they need a haircut but don’t have the money for one. The content of Marielis* text
leads Ashton, in line 35, to ask about economics. In lines 37-41, Ashton notes that the
idea of free haircuts is not feasible, saying explicitly in line 39 that this is something that
Marielis “will need to think about** In line 40, Ashton uses “I mean** to focus attention
prior to making a suggestion about offering haircuts one day a week, which she begins
on line 41, which Marielis agrees to in line 42, and which Ashton develops in line 43-44.
She ends this segment of her remarks by opening the floor with her question “You
know?** Marielis, in line 46, agrees by completing what had been left implicit in Ashton’s
remark. Ashton immediately agrees with Marielis.
Sandra (lines 48-50) then proposes an alternative suggestion about which day of
the week to have free haircuts offered, clarifying why this is a better idea. Ashton jumps
in to develop the idea (lines 51-60). At line 55, Ashton makes another evaluative
comment that serves as a transition when coupled with the focusing remark “you know”.
She then expands on the idea of bartering for a hair cut.
Ashton then reviews the entire proposal, reading it silently, and in lines 64-66 she
restates her earlier proposal that Marielis add a quiet place to talk.
The microanalysis shows that Ashton used performance, affirmations, and
clarifications as linguistic strategies to position Marielis as a serious activist making a
youth group proposal.
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Sandra’s Conference with Ashton
In the following excerpt of Sandra’s work on music, the community practice of
using literacy to reconstruct or reclaim culture is evident It is helpful to know the
directions Ashton had given Sandra. Ashton said: “I want you to write your observations
or an example of how music can empower people or how it can hurt people. You can use
things about sexism or racism, because these can really hurt people. Well, it’s a form of
communication, whether it’s negative or positive. This certainly could empower, so you
have to use this.” It is not clear from the videotape what exactly Ashton is suggesting
Sandra use; however, she was referring to Sandra’s draft, which she was reviewing as
she spoke. After giving the directions, Ashton asked for my ideas about genre. Essay and
ballad were discussed before a poem was suggested. When Sandra commented that it
would have to be a veiy long poem, Ashton laughed, saying “It’s an epic.” Sandra
queried, “What’s an epic?” “A book length poem, ” I said.

Transcript #7
1.

IA:

[Ashton picks up Sandra’s notebook, reads silently.
Then softly]

2.
3.

SV:

It doesn’t rhyme all that much.

4.

IA:

A poem doesn’t have to rhyme.

5.

No place for hate...

6.

Celebrate.

7.

The music was loud

8.

but no one was dancing.

9.

Because they were all too busy

10.

catching up on things that had happened.

11.

Dancing.
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12.

Then one song came on.

13.

[long pause. Ashton points to place in text.

14.

Sandra leans forward and marks the paper, saying]:

15.

SV:

That’s supposed to be “and”.

16.

IA:

Then grandma started moving and singing along.

17.

This got their attention

18.

every last one.

19.

They all started laughing

20.

and having a ball.

21.

Thafs the best reunion of all.

22.

The song that came on

23.

was from her homeland.

24.

From when she knew the whole band.

25.

She felt so happy.

26.

So full of life.

27.

[Ashton continues reading, but in an inaudible voice.]

28.

IA:

That’s beautiful.

29.

SV:

I know!

30.

IA:

See.

31.

you did it!

32.

[Ashton looks over the writing again]

33.

You did it!

34.

DM:

It rhymes a little

35.

and it doesn’t.

36.

[DeLayne punctuates her point with her finger.]

37.

IA:

Nice!
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38.

SV:

39.

AE-R: Fabulous!

40.

IA:

41.

AE-R: Great!

42.

IA:

I’m putting that in my book.

Yes!

That is really, really nice.
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In line 1, Ashton responds to the interaction which Sandra initiated when she gave
Ashton her notebook. Here, Ashton reads what Sandra had written in response to her
request “to write about how cultural music can empower”. Sandra chose to write a poem
on a family reunion. Sandra interrupts Ashton (line 3) to inform her about about a text
production aspect of the poem (“It doesn’t rhyme that much.”). From the transcript,
Sandra’s intent in making this comment is unclear—whether, for instance, she was
attempting to save face or display knowledge by pointing out to Ashton that she was
aware that she had not followed a genre convention; however, Ashton (line 4) challenges
Sandra’s premise which implied that rhyming was expected.
In line 5, Ashton begins to perform the poem at a line in which Sandra makes a
moralizing statement (“No place for hate.” [at a family reunion, sources of tension are
supposed to be set aside]). That she begins to read aloud at this particular line suggests
that Ashton agrees with and affirms the message Sandra is conveying. As she reads,
Ashton puts in line breaks which were not in Sandra's text Within her text, Sandra had
positioned what we later come to recognize must be commercial music in the background
(lines 7-8), foregrounding the tone of the event, noting the relatives* verbal
communication with each other (“They were all too busy catching up on things that had
happened.”). In line 13, Ashton steps out of her performance to request information from
Sandra, who clarifies by marking a change on the paper (line 15).
There was a shift at the ideational level of the text in line 12 (“Then one song came
on.”). Music here becomes foregrounded as the grandmother begins to improvise and
perform. There is a shift in people’s attention and key (line 19). The song is described as
special to the grandmother in lines 22-24 (“The song that came... from her homeland.
From when she knew the whole band.”). Sandra situates the meaning of the music in the
grandmother’s personal history, prior to emigration. Sandra positions personal and social
relationships as central to the interaction within the scene. For example, the
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grandmother’s friendship with band members (line 24) influences the grandmother’s
reaction to the music. Additionally, the relatives responded to the grandmother’s
emotional reaction to the song, to her happiness and zest Oines 25-26) by “laughing and
having a ball” (lines 19-20). This interaction around the “song that came from her
homeland” influenced the key of the event (lines 21, “That’s the best reunion.”). The
performance ends on line 27.
The conference comes to a close with a series of eleven evaluative comments.
Ashton affirms Sandra’s accomplishment with “That’s beautiful.” Cine 28). Sandra
agrees, clearly proud of herself (line 29). Ashton, in lines 31 and 33, twice repeats to
Sandra, “You did it!” The group understood Ashton to mean that Sandra had written a
poem that shows how cultural music can empower, collectively establishing Sandra as a
researcher who was able to use what she had learned about cultural music to analyze and
render a detailed account of an actual personal experience. DeLayne expressed her
affirmation along the line of text production, acknowledging the concern Sandra had
raised earlier (“It rhymes a little but it doesn’t.”). One consequence of this social
construction of intertextuality is that DeLayne positions herself as an authority, making an
intertextual link in her evaluation between Sandra’s opinion (line 3) and Ashton’s Cine 4)
on the topic. Sandra was pleased enough with her writing to exclaim “I’m putting that in
my book” (line 38), positioning herself as a published writer. I enthusiastically
acknowledge Sandra’s taking up this position. The conference closes with a final
emphatic affirmation by Ashton, who makes the final remark.
The interaction reveals a complex example of the social construction of
intertextuality. The members of the group had a shared meaning, and collectively defined
Sandra as a successful researcher and writer. She was defined as successful because she
built personhood through using the particular field of intertextual semantic potentials
constructed in the writing project. Ashton and I were validating Sandra’s use of the
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linguistic strategy of making an analogy as a way of presenting her analysis as Ashton
had directed her to use. Implied in our comments was a shared sense of pride that Sandra
had demonstrated such a deep grasp of her research data. Ashton’s “You did it!” and my
“Yes!” expressed our delight that Sandra was able to reexamine a personal experience and
communicate a newfound perspective. Sandra wrote about the joyous dancing of her
family and grandmother as an example of how cultural music can be a means to
reconstruct her cultural identity.
Denise’s Conference with Ashton
The written story discussed in this transcript focuses on the use of the
community-based literacy strategies of sharing knowledge and analyzing personal
experience as ways to contest oppression, in this case, racism. The analysis shows how
Denise reconstructed her sense of racial identity through her research. The opening
segment of the story refers to a real event Denise witnessed; the latter portion refers to
imagined events. Denise wrote about the event in the form of a play, which Ashton
performed. The findings show how Denise reconstructed her racial identity by learning to
examine interactions around race and racism and how she used that learning as a basis for
naming and addressing racism through everyday interactions. The reader will recall that in
the third class meeting (see transcript 1), Denise established that she was upset, angry,
and disturbed by the constant racial name-calling among peers that occurred in her
classroom. In the first interview with Ashton, students discussed use of the term
“nigger.” Denise brought up a family incident in which her brother’s Texan girlfriend
used this racial slur. Denise related that she spoke up, explaining that such language was
considered a swear in her house and was not acceptable. Ashton congratulated her for
speaking up, acknowledging that “not everyone does.”
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Earlier in this transcript, Denise explained to Ashton that her understanding of
racism had changed. She had “thought it was a Black/white thing” but found out much
more about racism. Ashton told Denise to use her experiences, her process of change, to
open her report Ashton then gave Denise an exercise “to write a skit with either two
whites and one Black or two Blacks and one white.” Denise, who sat next to DeLayne
and had her turn second, wrote while Ashton went around the table talking to Marielis
and Sandra in turn. As soon as Ashton finished talking with Sandra, Denise handed her
the notebook. Ashton read the skit silently. Then she told Denise to write a resolution to
the conflict in the piece. Denise said, “But I wasn’t there. I don’t know what happened.”
Ashton asked, “What would you do next time?”, handing back her notebook.
The following interaction came after Ashton had performed Sandra’s poem about
cultural music (see discussion above). Denise moved her notebook in front of Ashton on
the table. Ashton picked it up and read silendy. DeLayne, who had listened while Ashton
performed Sandra’s poem, went back to her writing as Ashton read silently. Marielis was
reading Denise’s writing upside down. Sandra looked over to read as Ashton did.

Transcript #8

.

1

DY:

That’s what I would have done.

2.

I would have got between them and said that

3.

[Ashton, along with Marielis and Sandra, read silently for a bit]

4.

IA:

5.

DY/MF: Scared.

6.

IA:

’Cuz you’re Black.

7.

DY:

I can’t spell.
[all ignore and keep reading; AE-R checks videocamera]

8.
9.

’Cuz you’re what?

IA:

[Laughing, raises her head, looks at Denise, hits her hand
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.

on table, picks up notebook, folds back page]:

11

.

This is great.

12.

Let me read this.

13.

[toDY]:

14.

Can I read the whole thing?

15.

[DM stops writing]

10

16.

SV:

I*d fight you.

17.
18.
19.

.

If you had some kind of disease

IA:

Okay. We’ve got two white kids and a Black kid
and the white kid says:
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Hey, Blackie

21.

I heard you were talking about me!

22.

The Black kid says:

23.

Excuse me?

24.

You heard me

25.

You Goya Bean and Rice.

26.

Mama on Welfare!

27.

The Black kid says:

28.

Don’t talk about my mama

29.

you white wannabe!

30.

The white kid says:

31.

Even if I was a wannabe

32.

which I am not

33.

I won’t wanna be like you!

34.

You Black nigger!

35.

What!
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36.

BOOM!

37.

They start fighting

38.

The white instigator’s buddy

39.

starts yelling:

40.

A fight!

41.

A fight!

42.

A nigger and a white!

43.

[Ashton makes eye contact with Denise, raises her

44.

eyebrows, puts hand to mouth, pauses, turns page, puts

45.

notebook down. Ashton points to Denise, then says to the

46.

group]:

47.

We talked about conflict and resolution.

48.

Okay.

49.

And

50.

I told her when you write a play

51.

or a vignette

52.

[turns from DeLayne to Marielis,

53.

using her hands to emphasize her points]

54.

you have a beginning

55.

and then a conflict

56.

some kind of problem.

57.

Then you have a resolution

58.

how did you resolve it?

59.

[Picks up notebook again. Then Ashton opens her palm

60.

toward Denise]:

61.

LA:

Then our friend shows up.
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62.

Come cm you fwo.

63.

WTry ore yow fighting?

64.

The white person says:

65.

Cause she's Black.

66.

The Black person says:

67.

Hold up!

68.

Wait a minute.

69.

Why do you

70.

[pointing to her heart]

71.

hate me 'cause of my color?

72.

The white person says:

73.

I don’t know.

74.

[Pointing to Denise]

75.

This person right here says:

76.

You wanted to fight her

77.

cause you are scared

78.

cause she’s Black.

79.

You believe stereotypes

80.

and not the truth.

81.

Here’s the names of some books

82.

about your disease.

83.

The white person says:

84.

Disease!

85.

I don’t have no disease.

86.

Yes!

87.

It’s called racism.
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88.

and it has to stop.

89.

The white person says:

90.

Okay.

91.

I’m sorry.

92.

I'm glad I didn't fight you.

93.

The Black person says:

94.

[hand up, extended in stop position]

95.

Let’s just put this behind us.

96.

Now comes the hard part.

97.

Curing you.

98.

The white person says:

99.

But I am!

100.

The other white person says:

101.

Not totally.

102.

and hands the person a book on racism to read.

103.

IA:

That’s great.

104.

That’s a nice little skit.

105.

You should write three more.

106.

[Marielis laughs; DeLayne joins the laughter.]

107.

DY:

That was hard to come up with.
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Chart 5 describes the line-by-line messages from Ashton’s interaction with
Denise. Denise spoke Gines 1-2) while Ashton was reading her piece, positioning her
text as a response to Ashton’s earlier request for her to write a resolution to the conflict
she had set up in her skit It is interesting to note that Denise positions herself as a
character in the skit speaking up to intervene and stop a racist incident (line 2, “I would
have... said that”). Denise used a semantic potential promoted by community members
throughout the research project.
In line 4, Ashton asks for clarification of what she is reading. It is unclear from
the transcript why she asks for this clarification. It may be that the print was
indecipherable, although the fact that Marielis and Denise were able to read it does not
support this inteipretation. Alternatively, it may have been that she was piquing others*
interest in her next interactional move. In line 6, Ashton reads aloud “’cuz you’re Black”
and gestures to her heart as she reads this single line, conveying the pain created by the
attitude of the white girl in Denise’s text.
Denise’s attempt to raise mechanics as a topic (line 7, “I can’t spell”) is ignored by
everyone. In lines 9-12, Ashton affirms that Denise has accomplished the task set for her.
Ashton’s delight is evident in her gestures and evaluative comment (“This is great.”). A
social consequence of this interaction is that Ashton defines Denise as a researcher and
writer able in the text to mediate racial relationships. In line 14, Ashton sets the agenda,
requesting Denise’s approval to perform the piece. DeLayne (line 15) acknowledges
Ashton’s request when she stops writing to give her attention to Ashton.
Sandra constructs an interesting move (lines 16-17) when she conveys her
personal opinion about the text to Denise. Sandra aligns herself with the Black girl in the
skit (“I’d fight you”) and hypothetically aligns Denise with the perpetrator’s role (“If you
had some kind of disease”), rather than acknowledging Denise’s positioning of herself in
the role of mediator or mutual ally. In this way, Sandra challenges Denise’s positioning
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of herself as a mediator, however, the challenge goes unrecognized and unacknowledged.
In lines 18-19, Ashton informs the group about the characters in the opening scene.
In her text, Denise set up an immediate conflict when the white instigator turns
skin color into an invective (“Hey, Blackie.”). Note the difference in characterization
between the first two words spoken by the white girl and those spoken by the Black girl
(“Excuse me?”)* In lines 25-26, Denise has the white girl engage in a linguistic mocking
of the dozens,5 using food and economic stereotypes. In the text, the Black girl
acknowledges the mock, using a peer group term (“white wannabe”) to contest the
violation of entitlement rights.6 The white girl counters with a hypothetical proposition,
which she denies, and then escalates the verbal assault to the explosive level with an
epithet Cine 34). It is unclear in line 36 who takes the first punch physically, though the
implication is that it is the Black girl’s response to the violence of the epithet. In lines 4042, a second white girl starts a chant, again using the epithet.
The opening scene is based on a specific incident Denise had witnessed and which
she had mentioned in the meeting. It was an incident she recorded as central to why she
had chosen to pursue her particular research question. Here she tells the story to contest
it Denise was uncomfortable with her response to the situation when it occurred in real
time. Her feelings of distress remained with her.
Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) write that what may have been
acknowledged as intertextually appropriate at one time may be contested at a later time. “If
the contesting is successful, then the original intertextuality is reframed as
inappropriate...It may also be the case that an act of intertextuality may be contested and
the contesting may not be resolved” (p. 312). An example of contesting intertextuality
post hoc occurs when Ashton handed Denise back her piece, saying she needed to resolve
5 See Heath (1983) on the dozens, a game played by African American males to show their verbal and
mental prowess. Winning the dozens leads to peer group status.
^See Shuman (1986) on entitlement rights among urban adolescent females.
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the situation. The contesting needed to be resolved. Denise needed to apply her new
knowledge about how to intervene in the future when such an incident arises. In lines 5258, Ashton steps out of her performance to inform the group about this aspect of the
piece. She instructs the group, as she had instructed Denise earlier, about the textual
production requirements of a skit (conflict and resolution). This is a second case where
Ashton used textual production norms to guide the students* writing. (The first case was
discussed above in DeLayne’s conference and focused on the need to portray accurately
the mother’s alcoholism.)
Ashton notes Denise’s entrance onto the scene (line 61). Denise uses two
strategies employed by adults throughout the project. She begins with a directive (line 62,
“Come on you two.”). She then uses the strategy of asking a question to interrupt a racist
incident It is significant that Denise takes up this position for herself within the text
Denise assigns the Black girl use of the same strategies (lines 67-71) to contest the white
instigator’s response. In the performance of the text, Ashton responds to the Black girl’s
agency in the text and in identifying with the hurt caused by racist attitudes and behaviors.
Ashton points to her heart as she reads the lines: “Why do you hate me because of my
color?” Denise (lines 76-82) uses the strategy of sharing information she has learned
through her research. She specifically promotes Mizell’s book. Think About Racism
(1992), as a source of knowledge for unlearning racism. The text she referenced was
used by the Health Peer Educators to examine their own experiences around racism. The
definition of racism as a social disease (lines 82; 87-88) was provided by the Health Peer
Educators when the students asked them why they were writing a play about racism when
they were a health education group. The peer educators answered that they understood
racism to be a social disease connected to many of the health issues and problems facing
the community, such as teenage pregnancy, alcoholism, drug abuse, high drop-out rates
among students of color, and violence in the community.
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Line 92 is hard to understand in that it contradicts earlier actions in which the
white girl verbally and physically fought. It seems as though Denise, as the writer, was
ascribing an almost magical kind of power to the text used by the Health Peer Educators.
In lines 95-97, the Black girl again takes the high ground, ready to move on from the
incident given the white girl’s willingness to examine her actions.
Positions Taken Up Bv Students in Their Ethnographic Reports
In this section, I present findings related to the students* writing, showing how
the knowledge and literacy strategies discussed by the community members reappeared in
what the students wrote. I discuss the ways the students positioned themselves and others
within their reports. Findings are also presented in regard to how the students positioned
their readers.
DeLavne’s “Going Through Some Bad Times”
Over the following two weeks, DeLayne took up Ashton’s suggestion and wrote
stories, presented in the form of letters, from the perspective of various family members
who were writing to each other: the youngest daughter, Martha, who wanted her mother
to know how she felt about her drinking; the mother, Elsie, who was raised in an
alcoholic family, treated badly by her husband, and juggled three jobs to pay the rent
while raising six kids alone; the older sister, Laticia, who got pregnant as a teenager to
escape the house.
DeLayne told the mother’s story just as it was told to her in one of her interviews,
dropping her own voice as the interviewer who asked questions such as: How did you
get started drinking? Did anyone force you into it? How are you dealing with your
problems today? Once you’re an alcoholic, are you always an alcoholic? By structuring
her ethnographic report as a series of letters, DeLayne was able to maintain the voice of
the people she interviewed by following Ashton’s advice to: “Just tell their story the way
that they did to you.” By writing her findings in letter form, DeLayne used genres within
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the African-American political theater, conceptualizing the letters as a possible
performance script
The following piece of writing is an excerpt from DeLayne’s’ ethnographic
report. An analysis of it shows how she attempted to reform social relationships in the
family. She wrote of those she interviewed: “I learned from talking to Martha and her
family that alcohol is a drug that can mess up the mind and the body.” Here is the
mother’s letter

Martha,
1.

I can only tell you, I’ve had problems in my life. I had a husband who
did not appreciate me, and that was hard for me. I could not do the things
I wanted to do for my kids. And the only thing I thought was consoling
me was the alcohol.

2.

Alcohol doesn’t do a thing but destroy you. Alcohol is not a thing
that’ll help you ’cause you still got the problem when you get off that
high. You drink to try to forget the problem but the problem faces you
more so after you get sober.

3.

I deal with my problems today by trying to take them day by day, you
know? I can deal with them better than I used to, and my kids are helping
me out.

4.

I am trying not to take a drink. But I can’t do it by myself. I have to go
to AA and get some help.

5.

Once you are an alcoholic, you’re always an alcoholic. Alcohol is a
disease. Get that taste, you want more. Once you get addicted to alcohol,
it’s hard to get the taste out of your mouth.
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The controlling theme in the mother’s letter is that of problems. Through the
speech of the mother, DeLayne alternates between telling a personal narrative (paragraphs
1,3, and 4) and shifting the mother to the stance of advice giver (paragraph 2 and 5). She
shifts these positions through the use of pronouns, using me and my and I in paragraphs
1, 3, and 4, using second person pronoun “You” in paragraphs 2 and 5. In this shifting
of positions, the mother takes on the role of telling her personal experiences as a way of
advising others to avoid alcoholism.
DeLayne positions the mother as a complex person for whom the reader can have
empathy. In the first paragraph, she provides details about the mother’s relationship with
her spouse and her children. There were tensions within these gender role relationships,
summarized powerfully and concisely in the first sentence (“I’ve had problems in my
life.”). The fact that the mother has a new perspective on dealing with her problems is
conveyed by the use of the past tense (“And the only thing I thought was consoling me
was the alcohol.”)
In the second paragraph, DeLayne uses the mother’s poetic language to draw the
reader into the case she is making against alcohol. She uses alliteration and other literary
devices to make the language musical. In addition, she uses parallelism to construct her
argument Take, for example, this sentence: “You drink to try to forget the problem, but
the problem faces you more so after you get sober.” There is a parallelism in the center of
the sentence; this is bridged on both sides by words beginning with the “f ’ sound. In
setting up this parallelism, she uses the sound of “r” in three words: “drink”, “try,” and
“forget”. The “r” sound is repeated twice within the word “problem” on either side of the
conjunction “but.” She comes out of the parallelism by shifting to the repetition of the “s”
sound, which appears twice in the word “faces” and in the words “so” and “sober.” The
“f * sound is repeated one more time in the word “after.” She moves the “m” sound,
which appears in problem, to the beginning of the word more, which of course, ends
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with the sound of “r”. She maintains this end sound of “r” in “after” and “sober”. The
word “you” has been used three times, in each of the major sections of the sentence. As a
final parallel construction, she uses the word “get” which had appeared in the first part of
the sentence, within the word “forget.” This sentence has a musicality that is compelling,
used to convince the reader to avoid alcohol as a way of dealing with problems. Another
memorable line from the letter is found in the last paragraph, when the mother states,
“Get that taste, you want more.” She uses this line to support her thesis about the
seriousness of alcoholism and how difficult it is to regain control over oneself.
There is significant evidence in this letter that DeLayne indeed was able to follow
Ashton’s advice to represent the mother’s perspective and to position the mother
respectfully and with honor within her text.
Marielis’ “To Stay Off the Streets Kids Need Jobs. Clubs, and Activities”
The full version of the section of Marielis’ report based on Ashton’s exercise is
analyzed.

214

Marielis’ New
Mix-A-Lot Fun Club
What I would have in my club to have kids stay and have fun:
• a swimming pool
• a basketball court
• I’ll have places to dance. Kids love to dance. On the dance floor, there’ll be a
lightning ball. It makes it more exciting.
• arcades—In my club kids would have fun in the arcades without using or selling and
not using or selling.
• hair salon—I’ll have a time and place in my club for kids to get their hair cut or fixed.
I know how kids feel when they need a haircut but they don’t have any money or hair
clips.
• I’ll have an ice cream bar so kids can have ice cream. Kids love ice cream.
• a place where you can go just to talk. There would be a meeting every day on drugs.
So many things. Kids would change their ideas about drugs.

Marielis used her inquiry to name adolescent personhood and critique it She used
an analysis of her personal experiences in the neighborhood as a basis for her theorizing.
She had grown up with a boy in the neighborhood who was now in jail, implicated in the
death of a teenager during a gang fight. The killing had occurred outside the school just
prior to the opening of the school year. Marielis said she knew this boy was a “good kid”
and was making a compelling case to two audiences. One audience was comprised of
adults, asking why there was not more to do and specifically more jobs for teenagers.
Her hypothesis, turned thesis, was that adolescents needed money “but were doing the
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wrong things to get it”. This is an economic case she is making, highlighted in Ashton’s
response to her statement that she knew how it felt not to have money to get a haircut
The second audience is comprised of teenagers and it is for them that this part of
the chapter is mostly intended. Marielis belongs to a youth group that would welcome
new members. In the proposal below, she uses personal pronouns to position herself
(“I’ll have”; “my club”) as a leader, the entrepreneur of a new “Fun Club”. She
consistently explains why she has included various activities, using the phrase “kids
love” to build a case for affiliation. She provides specific details (for example, dance
floor, lightning ball) to elicit involvement not just to keep her reader but to get the reader
to join such a club. This is made very explicit at the end of the piece: “So many things.
Kids would change their ideas about drugs.”
“Kids would change their ideas about drugs.” The question might be asked: What
does Marielis think it would take for teenagers to change their ideas about drugs?
Marielis* analysis is more easily unpacked when it is understood within the particular
field of intertextual semantic potentials established within the writing project. The reader
will recall that Ashton developed the exercise in response to the students’ book
prospectus, which was comprised of chapter abstracts. This is what Marielis had written
for hers:
“A lot of teenagers like having money but are doing the wrong thing. They
are selling drugs or using drugs. I know. I live in a bad neighborhood,
where you be seeing teenagers selling drugs. I’m writing this book to
have kids stop selling and using.” (Flores, 1993, p. 35)
Marielis’ goal “to get more jobs, clubs, and activities for teenagers to keep them
off the streets” contextualizes her coda statement, ending her proposal for a new club
(Bores, 1993, p. 36). Given the context of the fuller report and writing project, there is
evidence to support the interpretation that Marielis is arguing that economic changes in the
community are needed in order for teenagers' behavior to change.
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It became apparent that Marielis was triangulating her data. She was concerned
about whether to include arcades because a neighbor, who read her draft, told her that
drugs were sold at a local arcade. She decided to address this by adding the caveat, “Kids
would have fun in arcades without using or selling and not using and selling”;
redundancy here underscores her message.
Sandra’s “Does Music Affect the Wav We Think and Feel About People?”
Sandra wrote about music, focusing on the difference between music as
entertainment and music as communication. For example, she uses knowledge about the
role of music within African societies to construct and develop her thesis.
1.

My goal for the chapter is to let people know what music really is

2.

because teenagers seem to think that music is just something to dance to.

3.

I'm trying to provide them with information that I have found by talking to

4.

people and researching...

5.

Music is used as a form of communication. The Indian and African

6.

tribes used the drums to warn if there was danger. Some ways you used

7.

music is to signal for help or to tell someone there is a celebration, like on

8.

the drums. When the Americans went to Africa, took people as slaves,

9.

and brought them to America they took away their drums because the

10.

Americans found they were using the drums as a form of communication.

11.

...

12.

I found two different kinds of music. Common music and political

13.

music. Common music is what we hear on the radio, on MTV, all the

14.

time. Some people call this popular music but I can’t call it popular

15.

because it’s not popular with a lot of people when it talks about women

16.

that way. I call it common music instead. Political music is music that gets

17.

people to do something about the problems of the world. At first I thought
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18.

cultural music was a third kind of music. Then I decided that cultural

19.

music is a kind of political music because it brings back your culture...For

20.

some people, your culture was never written in books. Cultural music tells

21.

you how your own history was....

22.

It’s not just music that’s sexist or racist; it’s television, too. When

23.

you turn on the T.V. and you see an African American, he/she is either a

24.

drug dealer or user. When you see a Latina, she is either a hooker or a

25.

drunk mother who has lots of kids and can barely make the rent. Every

26.

time you see old movies, the woman was always at home, a housewife....

This excerpt from Sandra’s report reflects the position students took up as
published writers. Each is very direct about having something to say to an audience.
In lines 1-4, Sandra positions herself as a researcher within the first paragraph in
two ways. First, she explicitly lays out her agenda, writing that her goal is “to let people
know what music really is because teenagers seem to think that music is just something to
dance to”. Second, she positions herself by referring to her findings, her interviews, her
information, and her research. Notice that she uses an evaluative word “really” in her first
sentence to underscore her finding. Within the first sentence, Sandra also positions her
readers (“teenagers seem to think”) as needing the information she “found by talking to
people and researching”. Thus, Sandra structures her report as an argument against the
view of music as entertainment.
In line 5, she puts forward her finding that music is, rather, a form of
communication. Recall that this was the explanation of the role of music within African
culture provided by Ashton in her earlier interview. In lines 5-10, she provides an
historical analysis of how music was used cross-culturally and explains that music was
taken away during slavery because of its inherent power. Here, she is conveying
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information she has found about various parts of her heritage, saying indirectly, as
Ashton encouraged them to say to friends, family members, neighbors, etc.: ‘Guess what
I found*?
In lines 12-21, Sandra presents a componential analysis, writing that she has
categorized music into two basic types: common music and political music. In lines 13-16
she explains her choice of the term “common music” as intentional. She uses it rather than
the term popular music in order to contest the attitudes toward women promoted in it In
lines 16 and 17 she defines political music as “music that gets you to do something about
the problems of the world”. She goes on to explain why she considers cultural music as a
kind of political music: “because it brings your culture back**. She raises again the
importance of claiming history that has not been included in official institutional accounts.
She notes that one community way of doing this has been through music. Here she is
specifically referring to the Plenas, a Puerto Rican musical tradition that tells the island’s
history from a labor perspective.
In lines 22-26, Sandra emphasizes her finding that gender and race need to be
talked about together. Her examples show that images of women promoted by music are
based on particular racial and ethnic stereotypes.
As does the work of the other student ethnographers, Sandra’s writing reflects
community members* ideas about the importance of examining your experiences. By
sharing what she learned with friends, family members, peers, and other researchers, she
provides an explanation of how negative messages about people and entire communities
are learned. She is saying that these images impact her vision of herself and the way
others sometimes view, and even treat, her. In the process of sharing, she creates positive
cultural, social, personal and political identities for herself and others.
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Denise’s Writing. “Is Racism A Problem in Riverside?!:
In response to Ashton’s request that she write another skit about a teacher and a
student, Denise instead decided to write a letter to her teachers, which she included in her
ethnographic report She asked them to teach from a multicultural perspective, saying she
felt that she and her peers had been denied important information.
As she wrote in the introduction to her chapter “I would like white teens to look
at who we are and to get rid of the idea ‘I’m superior because I am white.*... The purpose
of my chapter is to say do not judge a person by their skin color and to show you can
change yourself.” The quote she included here, and within the body of the chapter, was a
definition of racism given by a student in the Health Peer Educators’ play. Denise
included all of the writing she did in response to Ashton’s exercises in her final report.
She also followed Ashton’s suggestion that she write about her own process of change:
When I started researching this chapter, I had racism and racial
prejudice confused. This is how I got racism and racial prejudice
confused. When the writers* club interviewed Teresa Cruz, the topic of
racism came up. She asked, “Has anyone experienced racism?”
Some answered, “Yes.”
“Explain how.”
I started saying I did by being called, “That white girl”, “Honky” and
“Gringa”. Then I found out that is not racism! What that is called is racial
prejudice.
The real definition for racism is a form of oppression. Oppression is
when you are pushed down or let down because of your race-Like
Marsha Davidson said in words teens can understand, "Racism =
prejudice + power...."
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The organization of this portion of Denise’s report is based on a series of
definitions. In the first phrase, she indirectly positions herself as a researcher of racial
relations, stating that her perspective was inaccurate at a definitional level. She then
positions herself by presenting an account of how her thinking changed. In doing so, she
takes up the community literacy practice of telling a story based on a critical analysis of
one’s personal experiences to contest racism. She positions herself within the group by
naming the writer’s club, and then assigns status to the group’s work by naming Teresa
Cruz as their informant Denise then provides a detailed description of an interaction that
she viewed as critical to clarifying her personal understanding of racism. She uses
dialogue, including quotes of herself, to engage the reader and make her point. Her story
about being defined by others based on her skin color provides her readers with an
explanatory definition of racial prejudice. To begin her last paragraph, Denise uses the
evaluative comment used by adult community members to set up a formal dictionary
definition of racism, which required a definition of oppression. She changes register and
positions her primary audience (in words teens can understand) to provide a final
definition of racism. She cites Marsha Davidson as the source of the definition,
“Racism=prej udice+power.”
In her ethnographic report, Denise summarized her newfound understanding of
racism and racial tensions. The inquiry process helped her gain an awareness of
ethnocentric attitudes and actions, reformulate her response to her personal experiences,
and gain ideas on how to intervene when a racist incident occurs.
Consideration of Findings on Students’ Published Reports
The students used linguistic strategies in their writing to position themselves and
their readers, adapting strategies the community members and I had used to position
them. Among these linguistic strategies were naming a position, extending an invitation
or initiating a topic, making an analogy, and using personal pronouns to establish group.
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For example, the students extended invitations to their readers, much as these were
extended to them by community members. Additionally, the students used strategies and
positions that became available as they took up community literacy practices. They invited
their readers to examine their own personal experiences in order to confront community
problems and to generate the knowledge needed to change historical and still dominant
negative models of personhood. The students positioned themselves as published writers
with an audience to whom they had important findings to convey. The students shared the
results of their critical examination of community problems, positioning themselves as
knowledgeable and competent academically and personally. The students featured what
the community members had said so that other teens could learn from the community
members as well.
Summary of Findings
The findings presented in this chapter, based on thematic, textual, and
microethnographic analyses, show how personhood was constructed and reconstructed
through the literacy practices established in a middle school students-as-ethnographers
project. The findings are summarized by categories, beginning with what the students
found and followed by what the study found.

What the Students Found
The figure below summarizes what the students found through their ethnographic
inquiry. The content category provides a brief statement of the key finding presented in
the students’ reports based on their research question. The writing and inquiry strategies
are based in the political theater and were employed in the students’ research and writing.
These findings from the political theater were generated from the group's collective
question regarding who was researching and writing about the community, why, and
how.
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intent rmreacka

I

Wrltlnp strat^i^

Inquiry Strafe^

alcoholism is a disease
connected to various forms
of oppression

represent perspective by
writing “in their place”,
using exercises,
monologues, skits, poems

asking questions

adolescent alienation is
connected to broad cultural
contexts

tell stories (own and those
of community members)

talking to and collecting
stories from community
members, especially adults

advocacy stance: reasons for
writing influence text
production decisions (e.g.,
positions constructed in text
or self and others construct
personhood)

I critically analyze cultural
conditions based on
personal experiences and
community members* (e.e.
racism, sexism, classism,
way they impact each other)

stylistics - writing “Black
^ way

reflect on social, political,
I cultural, and personal
identities and relationships

music is a communicative
tool that can hurt or
empower
racism is a critical problem
within community which
everyone needs to address

uses of writing and researching include to contest racism
by: reconstructing culture, learning history from
community s perspective, analyzing personal experiences,
and sharing knowledge

racism as salient aspect
across students* topics
Figure 5.1

Content, Writing, and Inquiry Strategies •

Students found community members using narratives, literacy, and knowledge to
dismantle racism and to take action to address community problems. The students found
the political theater and they found teenagers and adults engaged in it The literacy
practices of the political theater, while rooted in the histoiy of specific communities, were
available as tools of resistance to those engaged in the critical struggle to reconstruct what
it means to be a person in our society. The students came to use inquiry and writing
strategies of the political theater as a way of affiliating their work with that of the
community members they met. The students wrote monologues, personal narratives,
poems, and skits, seeing these literacy practices of the political theater as “a tool for
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recording and keeping alive history and sharing the stories and struggles of our people”
(Cruz, 5/4/93). The students found the literacy practices of the political theater to be an
extension of everyday community ways of using language, literacy, and knowledge,
particularly as these are used in the service of dismantling racism. The community
members explained to the students that by naming and addressing oppression and by
contesting dominant historical discourses and cultural systems of penalty and privilege
based on race, we reconstruct our own and others* personhood. The students found that
knowledge generated through analysis of experience is to be shared with others; their
ethnographic reports provided a vehicle for doing this.
The students came to see the problems they investigated as connected to historical
and institutional oppression. The community members were teaching the students to
recognize, name, and address racism as a critical component common to each of the
problems the students were investigating.
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What The Study Found

Relationships Between Literacy Practices and Personhood Involve
Intertextual Role, Social, and Power Relationships
Role Relationships

Social Relationships

Power Relationships

researcher and writer

affiliating research and
writing with community
researchers and writers
based on mutual interest in
addressing issues of race
and gender
positioning community
members as resources

authority as
researcher/writer connected
to reasons for engaging in
activity-acting for social
justice

Role Relationships

Social Relationships

Power Relationships

knowledge defined as way
of constructing personhood-not neutral

sharing knowledge gained
about personhood as a
cultural construction with
family, friends, peers,
community members,
teachers is important

dominant discourses about
personhood contested and
reconstructed

collector/recorder

community members
defined as sources of
knowledge
defining self as researcher
representation key concern
and writer about the
— obligation to tell
community often involves
community members’
positioning self in relation to stories “as if it was your
story”
family, neighbors,
community, peers, teachers
reconstructing cultural
defining community
identities: racial, peer,
members as analysts about
gender
personhood

storyteller/actor

analyst

Nature of Knowledge

Figure 5.2

Role, Social, and Power Relationships

The findings from the study show that relationships between school literacy
practices and personhood are continuously and inherently constructed within particular
fields of intertextual semantic potentials. Specifically, the study has shown how this
students-as-ethnographers project provided a particular field of intertextual semantic
potentials that provided a framework for the examination of personhood as a salient
aspect in these adolescents’ lives, particularly with regard to race and gender.
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The students’ stance toward personhood was a critical one. Students engaged in
examining power relationships. An essential part of establishing oneself as an
ethnographer was by having a research question about community life. The information
students received from community members in response to their questions directly
addressed issues of personhood. Personhood was explicitly addressed in the
communities in which students did their work and by the people the students talked to,
influencing in important ways what students wrote. Students* research and writing
conveyed community practices to address racism. Students came to see community-based
ways of knowing, using language and literacy, and solving problems-such as those used
by Ashton, Cruz, and the Health Peer Education Group-as necessary strategies for
addressing sources of alienation. The personhood which students constructed in their
writing is grounded in discussions with community members. The students’ questions
provoked the community members into raising several themes and strategies, which
include the importance of: reclaiming your cultural heritage; learning history from the
community’s point of view; analyzing particular forms of oppression and how forms of
oppression intersect; and acting for social justice through your everyday interactions by
asking questions, telling stories, and sharing knowledge.
The students’ writing reflects the fact that the ethnographic endeavor itself
involves a construction of personhood. Their writing was based on what they learned
about themselves and their various communities as they were doing the ethnography. As
they wrote, they used community practices they accessed during their inquiry. The
students* research extends the dialogue about what is valid ethnography, who is
considered a valid ethnographer, what makes an account ethnographic, and how
personhood is constructed through ethnographic writing practices. The findings from this
study add to the discussion of important questions within the field of anthropology noted
in Chapter 3, questions such as: Who can provide theoretical analyses? How is this done
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and why? Who gets to set the research agenda ? (see Cole, 1988; Galwatney, 1981;
Kondo, 1990; Street, 1993)
A Particular Field of Intertextual Semantic Potentials
Intertextuality, used as a methodological tool, revealed the set of texts that were
brought together and the significance they were assigned. This set of texts, and the
associated ways of assigning social significance, can be described as a particular field of
intertextual semantic potentials. The students-as-ethnographers project, as constructed in
this writing club, provided the students with the opportunity to investigate and thereby to
take social action around issues of concern to them in their various communities. The
manner in which the project was framed influenced the research topics and the questions
which the students proposed and pursued. For example, the fact that, as the facilitator, I
raised race and gender questions influenced the cultural ideology (which texts were
juxtaposed, by whom, where, when, and how) established within the group. The
group’s decision to pursue collectively the question I raised - who is writing and
researching about the community, and how, and why are they doing this - further
established a framework for examining the students’ topics. This framework can be
characterized as a “prophetic framework”7: it began by establishing racism and other
forms of oppression as critical to understanding and addressing the problems the students
set out to examine. The collective question brought the students into contact with
community members who were pursuing similar writing and research agendas. The
community members laid out their analyses in response to the questions asked of them by
the student ethnographers. The students used the community members’ linguistic
strategies to formulate new questions. The students then compared one community
members' analyses with other community members' analyses. The themes and strategies
that the students identified were then incorporated into their ethnographic reports.

7(West’s term (1993).
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The social construction of intertextuality in this students-as-ethnographers project
was influenced by the ethnographic endeavor itself, which, as discussed in Chapter 3, is
recursive in nature. The findings show that a framework was established in which this
recursivity provided a systematic way of returning to the same topic over and over.
Central to how the ethnographic literacy practices were constructed in the project was the
active role of the student researchers. Community members* narratives, generated in
direct response to the students’ questions, provided students with multi-layered analyses
of their topics. The community members conveyed to students the importance of acting
with a sense of agency and with an awareness that we are maintaining or contesting
dominant historical cultural concepts about people and cultural practices based on skin
color through our everyday interactions.
The students’ status as serious and legitimate researchers of and writers about the
community was established as community members conveyed that they saw the students’
inquiry as contesting oppressive social, cultural, and political conditions, thus verifying
their work as significant and critically important. Conversely, the students established
their authority, and defined themselves, as serious and legitimate researchers and writers
about the community as they interacted with community members and came to affiliate
their activities with those of the adults to whom they talked. The students became defined
as researchers and writers who were accessing the community’s storehouse of knowledge
about reading and writing.
The findings show that ethical considerations, similar to those within the field
generally, are involved in a students-as-ethnographers project. There were issues around
the representation of people in the students’ reports. The community knowledge students
accessed and gained from interviewing community members, the literacy practices
established within the writing club, grounded in ethnography and the political theater,
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provided a guide for discussing questions about representation and establishing
parameters with students.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS AND EDUCATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
This chapter is organized into four sections. The first section is an overview of the
study. The second section presents the research questions and summaries of findings that
address the research questions. The third section discusses theoretical constructs derived
from the study about literacy practices and personhood useful in school and other
settings. The fourth section discusses educational considerations.

Dv.grvigw of thg Study
The purpose of this dissertation was to develop grounded theoretical constructs
about relationships between literacy practices and personhood, focusing on how literacy
practices position individuals in relation to the broader social context. This theoretical
purpose addresses a major concern in education, alienation from schooling among
adolescents. The study is important because it focuses attention on literacy practices and
how they constitute personhood in such a way that many young people come to feel like
aliens, or strangers in school. Interpreting texts and assigning positions within literacy
practices in ways that do not significantly acknowledge the culture, history, and language
of students* communities contribute to adolescents’ alienated personhood.
As discussed in Chapter 1, literacy practices are defined by people through their
interactions within encounters and events that are themselves embedded within
sociohistorical contexts: individual, institutional and societal. What counts as literacy
varies across settings and groups (Bloome, 1989; Green, et al., 1992; Heath, 1983; Moll,
1992). Literacy practices always involve power relationships, including one’s capacity to
act within society in relation to cultural notions about class, gender, ethnicity, language,
and race (Foster, 1992; Gadsden, 1992; Robinson, 1990; Solsken, 1993; Street, 1993).
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Thus, there is a complex of factors involved in literacy practices that together constitute
personhood.
Personhood refers to how a culture or subculture, such as a school, defines
“person” and what attributes it associates with “person” (Besnier, 1993; Kondo, 1990).
Personhood includes the ways people construct identities in relation to one another.
Personhood is not given or predetermined but is established through everyday
interactions, which in turn, are influenced by historical and institutionalized contexts and
narratives (DuBois, 1969; Galwatney, 1981; Street, forthcoming; West, 1993). Simply
put, to ask about personhood is to ask, “What does it mean to be a person in a particular
cultural group, at a particular time, in a particular event?” Definitions of “person”~and
related concepts such as “self*, “identity”, “individual”~vary a great deal across
situations, across people, across cultures and across subcultures (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett,
1989). Personhood also is defined by cultural perceptions about where people fit in the
various institutions that make up a society. People are assigned to groups and parameters
which are set for inclusion and exclusion (Hazan, 1990; Steady, 1987). Thus terms such
as “race”, “ethnicity”, “gender”, “age”, “economic class”, and even “academic track” are
closely associated with personhood since, at least in some cultures and in some
situations, these terms are part of a definition of “person” (in some cases, these
definitions exclude some human beings from being considered as people).
The study was a sociolinguistic ethnography, intended as a telling case study. A
telling case study is one designed to create social and cultural conditions in which
previously opaque theoretical relationships become clear (Allen, cited in Bloome,
Sheridan, and Street, 1993). In order to conduct the study, I formed a writing club at an
urban school. The focus was on a small multiracial group of middle school young women
from the lowest academic track, two of whom were described as special education
students. As part of the writing club activities, these young women researched and wrote
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about their own communities. The students investigated questions of concern to them
related to issues of race and racism and gender and sexism. Part of their inquiry involved
the ethnographic study of community-based reasons for and ways of researching and
writing about the community. The students interviewed community members, including
artists, activists, organizers, youth group leaders, family members, neighbors, and peers.
The students wrote up their findings and published them in an edited volume entitled Life

As Teenagers in the Nineties: Growing Up in Riverside. (Vega Writing Club, 1993).
They held a book signing at which they distributed fifty copies of the book.
I collected data on the students as they engaged in writing club activities. I
examined forty-five hours of videotaped and audiotaped data. I conducted a thematic
analysis on the corpus of data and a textual analysis of written artifacts generated by the
students. I also conducted a microanalysis of key videotaped events, focusing on
intertextuality. I then selected thirteen pieces of data to use to present the findings. This
subset of data reflected the various kinds of data collected and kinds of analysis
conducted.
The microethnographic analysis examined a series of sociolinguistic processes
that past research had suggested might be important. Particular attention was paid to the
social construction of intertextuality during writing club activities; that is, to the
negotiation of what texts are related to each other, for what purpose, and with what
outcomes. My analysis expands the work of Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) in this
area, paying particular attention to how attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs about people
and literacy were constructed through sociolinguistic processes. I began by using our
coding system, adapting it to the theoretical issues in this study.
A central feature of this study is that there is a set of ethnographic studies within
it: four studies conducted by the students and the writing club’s study of researching and
writing in the community. Chapter 3 provides a detailed discussion of how the students’
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inquiry influenced this study. In sum, the sociolinguistic processes that the students
found and took up were used as analytical categories, integrated into the coding chart
used in the microanalysis. To clarify and refine these analytic categories and to interpret
the data, I drew on the scholarship of Brown (1991), Carby (1987), Foster (1992),
Gadsden (1992), Steady (1981,1987), and West (1993).
Findings Which Address the Research Questions
As presented in Chapter 1, the research questions were:
• How do school literacy practices influence the construction of
personhood for adolescents?
How are gender and racial group identities, as interrelated and particular dimensions of
personhood, interactionally established through the social construction of specific literacy
practices?
• How do the role relationships that are established in literacy practices in
school influence the social construction of personhood for adolescents?
The role relationships investigated include the social positions and meanings assigned to
being a teacher, student, reader, writer, and researcher within the writing program.
• How do the social relationships that are established in literacy practices
in school influence the social construction of personhood?
The social relationships investigated include the ways teachers and students use literacy to
structure social relationships. The social relationships established through literacy
practices might include those of friend, foe, ally, collaborator, peer, etc.
• How do the power relationships that are established in school literacy
practices influence the social construction of personhood, particularly with
concern to alienation?

233

These questions are important because they ask about personhood from the standpoint of
three types of relationships (role, social, and power) constructed as people engage in
literacy practices in school.
The findings address the above research questions along six dimensions: (a)
relationships of literacy practices, personhood, and intertextuality, (b) the ways in which
students* definitions of personhood changed over the course of the project, (c) the
strategies which the students, community members, and I used to position students, (d)
how the structure of the project positioned students, (e) how community literacy practices
positioned people, and (0 how students took up community literacy practices as a means
to position themselves and others.
The purpose of Figure 6.1 is to help orient the reader to which questions are being
answered by which dimensions. For example, the nature of literacy practices and
personhood addresses findings about role, social, and power relationships. Therefore,
each of these three boxes is marked in Figure 6.1. The organization of the findings by
dimensions leads to a clearer discussion about the relationship of literacy practices and
personhood.
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Fi gure 6.1

S ummary of Findin gs

Findings About Literacy Practices. Personhood. and Intertextualitv
One of the theoretical constructs derived from this study concerns the central role
of intertextuality in structuring relationships between literacy practices and personhood.
Figure 6.2 presents a model of how intertextuality mediates the relationship of literacy
practices and personhood.
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Changes
Figure 6.2

Intertextuality, Literacy Practices, and Personhocxi

During the course of the study, theoretical questions emerged about the nature of
intertextuality. The questions were generated in part by the data and in part by reflecting
on the data in relation to similar questions raised elsewhere (Bloome and EganRobertson, 1993; Willett and Bloome, 1993). Toward the beginning of the study, the
initial question was formulated as:
• What happens if you change the texts which are juxtaposed,
acknowledged, recognized, and assigned social consequences, altering the
positions and potential identities available to students?
As the study continued, this initial question evolved to address the
potential identities available to students given the changed set of literacy practices
that became available to them in school once they joined the writing club. That is,
the question changed as the construction of texts applicable to the particular
situation changed, and as the need to address alienation became foregrounded.
The question became:
• Did the positions and assumptions of personhood associated with
alienation change through changes in literacy practices? And if so, how
did this occur?
• What were the linguistic strategies employed in various literacy events by
the students, community members, and myself to change definitions of
personhood?

236

One key finding was that the construction of literacy practices and personhood
was intertextual at the level of an inter-event phenomenon. That is, the construction of
personhood involved a constellation of literacy practices, not an individual literacy
practice. The events and the social processes and substance of which they were made
were interwoven and intertextual links were made across the entire set of events and
activities within the writing project. The writing club meetings, in conjunction with the
interviews of community members, in conjunction with the writing conferences with
myself and with Ashton, in conjunction with the writing the students did across the
various events, and the publication of their writing for a wide audience, account for the
changes in personhood experienced by the students in the project For example, when
they joined the club the students knew that they were joining a project associated with
similar projects elsewhere. They knew that the focus of their inquiry would be based on
an aspect of life in the community which was of interest to them. They knew they would
be meeting with adult community members and that they would be publishing their
writing for readers beyond the school. This inter-event context, established at the start,
provided a life cycle within which particular meetings and events occurred and were
constructed as meaningful.
Central to the inter-event nature of the literacy practices and personhood
established within the club was the fact that literacy practices were used to explicitly name
and address issues of personhood. In my role as facilitator, I raised critical questions
about the cultural construction of personhood, particularly with regard to issues of race
and racism and gender and sexism, and these kinds of questions were acknowledged by
the students as of interest to them. For example, at the first writing club meeting, when
explaining the research of the Saginaw student ethnographers, I raised as potential
questions, “What is it like growing up as a young African-American woman in Riverside?
As a Latina? As a white young woman?” A microanalysis is presented in Chapter 5 of a
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conversation within the writing club meeting around Shanae’s adapted version of this
question: “What’s it like being or having two nationalities?” In their first interview of a
community member, Irma Ashton introduced herself to the students, saying

. .[A]s an

artist and as an African American woman, that is my main goal: to use my art to eradicate
racism in this country...The analytic categories presented in Chapter 3 are based on
Ashton’s introduction of herself to the students. The categories reflect the inseparability
of process and substance to the nature of the literacy practices and personhood established
through the social construction of intertextuality within the writing club.
A second finding involved the intra-event literacy practices and personhood,
particularly the recursivity among the events. In other words, the students engaged in
more than a series of associated events; they engaged in an on-going process of inquiry.
For example, Sandra Verne recorded a question in her researcher’s notebook to ask
Ter6sa Cruz: “At what age did you decide to trace your roots?” This question makes it
evident that Sandra had reviewed her field notes, had become familiar with her data, and
was pursuing a theme she had identified as being of interest to her and having importance
to her inquiry. In writing a chapter abstract for her report at the book prospectus meeting,
Sandra, whose research question had to do with music, defined music as communication.
Her definition was derived from information Ashton had provided about the role of music
within African societies. In her ethnographic report, Sandra argued that “all music is used
to communicate some way. It puts messages across” (Verne, 1993, p. 25). She
incorporated historical knowledge she learned about the role of the drum as a means of
communication in Africa and how it was taken away during slavery because this powerful
role was recognized by whites.
The students learned a form of inquiry that is not linear but recursive. A spiral is
a metaphor often used to describe the recursive quality of ethnographic inquiry; the
researcher returns again and again to each phase of the study and each aspect of the data.
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For example, the students checked the validity of their findings from one community
member with another community member. Each time Sandra returned to the theme of
“tracing your roots” she reconstructed her multiracial, multiethnic identity, which had
been raised in the discussion at the third writing club meeting. The intertextuality built in
the writing project consisted of a particular field of intertextual semantic potentials.
A third set of findings regards who was juxtaposing which texts, why and how?
The findings show that the source, location, substance, and nature of the texts the
students examined as they pursued their research agendas were important. Each of these
is discussed below. Nevertheless, it is important to note that while these social processes
are discussed separately for purposes of clarity, there is a potential weakness to this
heuristic division. That is, it must be underscored that these processes are established on
a charged field1, as the intertextuality charts in Chapter 5 make visible. The advantage of
the charts, which may seem overly complicated and detailed, is that they document the
linguistic strategies and the kind of substance these strategies were employed to establish
within the writing club on a moment-to-moment basis.
Intertextual Process
Source. Source refers to the person who initiated a juxtaposition. It answers the
question “Who has the power to do the juxtaposing?” As Bloome and Egan-Robertson
write (1993), this question is important because the answer has to do with agency. In the
students-as ethnographers project, the students were in the role of primary initiators or
agents, raising questions and topics for explication by community members. This role
relationship resulted in shifts in power relationships with regard to who was responsible
for making intertextual proposals. The students were pursuing their research agenda. The

1A charged field is one on which much is occurring at once and in response to the action on the field. For
example, most lines on the intertextuality charts show multiple linguistic strategies being employed
within a particular message unit A good deal of cultural work was shown to be accomplished with each
utterance.
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structure of the project provided the students with the power to frame research and
interview questions and topics and to select genres in which to report knowledge.
Additionally, the project provided students with the opportunity to access
knowledge from community members, who became defined as primary sources of
knowledge.
The ethnographic inquiry process positioned the students to take action. The
students were expected to have a question about life in the community, to examine ideas
and experiences, to build on what each other said, to decide whom to talk to, to build an
analysis over time, and to report their findings in writing for publication to a wide
audience. The project positioned students to make the intertextual proposals or, in other
words, to initiate topics and subtopics. Chart A in Chapter 5, which documents the
intertextual links constructed during an approximately ten minute conversation,
documents the positioning and repositioning that the students engaged in. Even a simple
count of who initiated topics and questions during this segment shows that students used
the opportunity to initiate topics and subtopics and that their topic initiations were
responded to with significant amounts of discussion.
The students were active in many more ways than making decisions and initiating
topics with other writing club members. They had to meet people, initiate conversations,
establish rapport, and ask for written permission to interview community members.
Additionally, they remained observant to what was being said by other members
of the group and community members. This observant stance was expected. It was one of
the positions promoted by the structure of the project. The structure of the project refers
to more than a progression of activities. It implies also taking up the various practices
involved in a particular research tradition. The students became observant participants of
social and cultural processes. They viewed their topics as connected in that they were all
questions of concern about life in the community. They built connections across their
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topics through their analyses. For example, the students wrote in the introduction to Life
as Teenagers in the Nineties: Growing Up in Riverside: "We think racism ties our topics
all together."
Location. Location refers to “where and when intertextuality happens”. The nature
of the ethnographic endeavor is recursive; therefore, where and when the intertextuality
occurs is shaped, in part, by the recursive intertextual processes involved. For example,
as writing club members talked with each other we defined which texts were or were not
related to each other. Recursivity was constructed to be part of the intertextual context for
our work (see Chapter 5, Chart 1).
However, this recursivity was not just in the writing club meetings but throughout
our ethnographic work. Recursivity is part of the ethnographic endeavor. The questions
students asked and the answers community members provided were recorded in the
students’ field notebooks. We recorded their interviews on audio or videotapes. Portions
of the tapes were transcribed by me, becoming written texts that the students read for
analysis purposes.
There was a recursivity at the level of the location of knowledge. For example,
DeLayne took up Ashton’s question about her research at the level of epistemology and it
was at the level of epistemology that DeLayne designed her research plan and decided to
present her report. Following the interview with Ashton, DeLayne decided to gather a
neighborhood family “at the kitchen table” to talk about the problem of alcoholism.
DeLayne continued to use community literacy practices and wrote the report in a series of
i

monologues, presenting them in the form of letters between family members. When
DeLayne asked Ashton’s advice at the May 31st meeting about how to write the report “in
their place”, she was referencing information shared by Ashton at the March 3rd meeting.
DeLayne’s series of letters provides evidence that she was able to carry out the
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responsibility, conveyed to her by Ashton in response to DeLayne’s question, to portray
the mother’s perspective with a depth of awareness of why she became an alcoholic.
When the students asked a question, the community member responded right
away as is required in an interview. In each case, there was recognition and
acknowledgment of a student’s intertextual juxtaposition. The intertextuality was built
immediately. One of the interesting features of the social construction of intertextuality
within the writing project was that it often was embedded in the student’s question. For
example, when Sandra asked Vega, “Do you think racism is connected to kids dropping
out of school?” she was acknowledging the analysis Davidson had given to a similar
question asked by DeLayne at the students’ group interview of Davidson. This example
illustrates the inter-event nature of the intertextuality.
Intertextual Substance. Substance refers to which texts were juxtaposed. The
community members positioned students as researching and writing from a perspective
that establishes the community’s histories, cultures, and languages and that addresses
racism in the schools as a salient aspect of the construction of personhood. Literacy
practices involve substance; thus, the substance of what students read and wrote and
talked about as they engaged in these literacy activities had serious effects on the
construction of their personhood.
Using the knowledge they gained from interviewing community members, the
students examined societal notions about humanity and ways of positioning people based
on race and gender. The students then used this knowledge in their published reports. In
doing so, students positioned their readers to examine critically the perspective of the
personhood promoted in the content of various texts.
The lack of substance relevant to students’ concerns and culture in school literacy
practices negatively affects the construction of students’ personhood, contributing to a
sense of alienation. This was exemplified by Sandra’s statement that they (referring to

242

low-track students) had not had writing class since fifth grade “and then it was Dick and
Jane”. If we are going to take seriously the relationships between literacy practices and
personhood, then we need paradigms that consider the substance of what is being read
and written and said during school literacy practices.
Nature of Texts. The findings indicate that the students-as-ethnographers project
created the role position of researcher and writer about the community for the students to
take up. The project structured their uses of oral and written texts. The students needed to
have a question to position themselves as researchers; this question was returned to again
and again as students gathered community members’ perspectives on their topics. Writing
was a continuous part of conducting their ethnographic inquiry, occurring at every stage
and involving a collection of genres as well. The oral and written texts the students
generated became the basis for further conversations. The community members defined
the students as analysts of complex social, cultural, and political conditions as they
responded to the students* questions. Community members focused on power
relationships embedded within everyday interactions.
A primary finding in this study is that people use intertextuality in an ongoing way
to create, maintain, and contest positions and identities for themselves and others.
Therefore, relationships between literacy practices and personhood need to be analyzed
and understood intertextually, that is, as establishing a particular field of semantic
potentials.
Findings About How the Students’ Definition of Personhood Changed Over the Course

gf the Project
In this section, I discuss findings showing that the incorporation of communitybased literacy practices allowed students to adopt multiple positions and definitions of
personhood. The changes in definitions of personhood were built through the social
construction of intertextuality. Dimensions of the students’ personhood being
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(reconstructed included racial, gender, and personal identities. I discuss below how the
students* dialogue with community members and their ongoing inquiry changed the field
of intertextual semantic potentials available to the students as they positioned themselves
within the literacy practices established in the writing project The changes in the literacy
practices, which include the linguistic strategies employed as the students conducted their
inquiry, led to changes in students’ definitions of personhood.
The particular field of texts made available offered alternative positions for the
students to take up. For example, in the introduction to her chapter, Sandra wrote,
"... I’m writing a book. I’m so excited. Who would ever think of me writing a book..
. now look at me” (Verne, 1993, p. 23). Chapter 5 presented a descriptive, interpretive,
and explanatory report of the events within the writing project that accounts for the
change in Sandra’s view of herself and how she positions others to view her differently
in her text The line-by-line microethnographic analyses show, on a moment-to-moment
basis, how intertextuality was used as a strategy by writing club members and community
members for the construction of personhood. For example, the students used clarification
during the conversation from the third writing club meeting to reposition themselves,
specifically with regard to issues of race. DeLayne, Sandra, and Shanae identified
themselves as multiracial and Denise identified name-calling based on skin color as
problematic among peers within classrooms. The conversational analysis showed that a
topic has positions available in it, creating opportunities that can be taken up.
Over the course of the four-month project, the students came to take up many
positions as they pursued a line of inquiry. The students* definitions of themselves as
readers and writers changed as they used their research and writing to take action to
address problems they confronted in the community. DeLayne wrote in their book
prospectus and in the book, “Our goal for the book is to keep kids our age from doing the
things kids do today”, positioning herself and her co-researchers explicitly as published
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writers and experts with important messages to teach their peers (Vega Community
Writing Club, 1993, p. 10). DeLayne assumes the power to define herself as a student,
researcher, writer, writing group member, peer, and community member. The particular
field of intertextual semantic potentials constructed in the writing project provided new
ground for these young women to stand on as students, as readers, and as writers who
through other institutional school literacy practices were categorized as “low track*
students.
Switching to examine the fields of semantic potentials displayed in the literacy
practices associated with the writing club, the findings showed that the students* inquiry
brought them together with community members who assigned meanings to the questions
students asked. The writing club’s decision to investigate collectively who was
researching about the community, how, and why led the students to connect with
community-based literacy practices that repositioned the students. The students took up
the invitations extended to them by community members to create new positions for
themselves in school and in the community. What characterized the changes in definitions
of personhood was the way in which school and community were brought together.
The particular fields of intertextual semantic potentials within which the students
engaged in writing and inquiry established a different definition of what it meant to be a
student In this setting, being a student meant being a community member as well. For
example, in their interview with Davidson, and in their discussion with peer educators at
the high school who were interested in similar community problems, the students in the
writing project saw other students engaged in alternative positions. Community members
argued that the students needed to increase their understanding of institutional practices
and to use particular strategies to intervene and confront oppressive power relationships.
This understanding, and the strategies the community members described and employed
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with students, provided opportunities for students to change their views about themselves
about reading and writing, and about the community.
Chapter 5 provides evidence that the students’ definitions of personhood changed.
For example, analysis of the students’ writing showed that they generated semantic
analyses, analyses of social conditions, and analyses of personal experiences that
addressed issues of personhood. DeLayne used her inquiry and writing to reform social
relationships in a family that had “gone through some bad times” dealing with
intergenerational alcoholism (Monson, 1993. p. 19). Marielis named adolescent
alienation. She provides a critique addressed to teenagers, advocating that they locate
resources in the community to help them deal with the factors influencing their behavior.
She provides a list of resources in her chapter. Her title, “To Stay Off the Streets Kids
Need Jobs, Clubs, and Activities”, positions adult community members as another
audience for her critique (Flores, 1993, p. 35). She puts forth an economic analysis to
explain adolescent alienation, reconstructing personhood for teens. She understands
alienation as something other than “in the head” and shares this analysis with her audience
to provide them with knowledge.2
Sandra reconstructed her experience from the perspective of a newly taken up
position. She used the opportunity the project presented to reconstruct culture and her
cultural identity. She asked questions of community members and incorporated their
analyses into her research on issues of race and gender as portrayed in music. Her topic
widened to include the media over the course of the project. Her analysis of how forms of
oppression are particular and multiple is sophisticated. She reported that images of
womanhood projected in the media are varied based on race (Verne, 1993).

2See discussion of alienation provided by Carby (1987) who makes a distinction between locations of
alienation as “in the head” or in the structural factors of social relations. She holds the view, and the
findings from this study support her position, that changes in ways of feeling are brought about through
changes in institutional practices.
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Denise also named personhood, focusing on race and making interventions to
interrupt it in school. She wrote a skit based on a specific experience she had,
reconstructing it in writing. Ashton told her it would make a good anti-racism training
performance piece. Denise also wrote a respectful but challenging letter to her K-8
teachers, requesting that they consider teaching from a multicultural framework:
“Through the years of my schooling up till now, I feel I have missed something.
Teachers, you’ve been great. But there’s a problem. The problem is we have been
deprived of learning about other cultures. In the future, I hope you can consider this
letter.” (Yothers, 1993).
It is apparent from the students* writing that they took up the opportunities
provided by the writing project to reposition themselves. The above excerpts from the
students’ book show that they used writing in school to develop new understandings of
themselves, of their communities and new knowledge about culture, history, and
language. Indeed, these can not be separated out. Learning about oneself requires
deepened knowledge of the community and underlying aspects of the wider culture within
which it is located.
Findings About the Strategies Involved in Positioning the Students
In this section, I summarize the strategies that students, community members, and
I used to position the students. A full discussion of these findings can be found in
Chapter 5.
Strategies Students Used To Position Themselves. Within the writing club, the
students established and examined role, social, and power relationships as family
members, peers, neighbors, youth group members, and community members. From the
start, students acted as published writers with something to say to an audience, creating
social relationships through their writing. These social relationships allowed the students
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to become analysts of social and power relationships within the community and broader
social context
The students used specific linguistic strategies to create relationships. These
strategies included explicitly marking their writing as an intervention for changing social
and power relationships among teenagers. DeLayne Monson established herself as a
family member, neighbor, community member and teenager who was committed to
ending intergenerational abuse of alcohol, and who wanted to prevent herself and other
teenagers from using alcohol to solve problems. Marielis Flores became an activist
protesting the harassment she experienced as a young woman walking down the street
She advocated that adolescents stop taking and selling drugs. She also critiqued the lack
of jobs for teenagers in the community as a contributing factor to neighborhood violence
associated with drug abuse. Sandra Veme positioned herself as a music and media
analyst, making it clear to her readers that they needed to change their views about music
as a form of entertainment. Denise Yothers changed her views and definitions of racism
and positioned her audience, named particularly as white teens, to examine taken-forgranted assumptions about race and to actively contest racism. She named relationships in
school among peers and between teachers and students, including the way they interpret
texts and which texts they use, as problematic and asked her audience to examine these
issues.
Strategies Community Members Used To Position Students. The community
members framed responses to the students* research questions in terms of a set of
strategies for analyzing and, thereby, positioning and repositioning oneself in relationship
to issues of personhood in the wider society. The linguistic strategies they used to
accomplish this positioning included asking questions, telling stories, sharing knowledge
about history from the community’s perspective, analyzing personal experiences with
others, providing analogies, and using personal pronouns to create a group identity.
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making directive and evaluative statements. Ashton created a sense of group identity and
affiliation with the students when she acknowledged them as writers about the community
and then told a story about a play she had just performed that “tells a part of history that a
lot of people don’t know about After slavery. Black men were stolen and put back in
slavery to work for the big industrialists in the South.’’ (conversation with Ashton, March
3,1993). Ashton juxtaposes the students’ efforts with hers and with Wilson’s. She then
shares information about history from the community’s perspective as a way of
conveying her reasons and Wilson’s reasons for researching and writing.
Strategies I Used To Position Students. The strategies I employed contributed
significantly to building the cultural ideology of the writing club. First, I named race and
gender as possible research topics. I explicitly expressed my stance in regard to the
importance of acknowledging the multiracial nature of our society across aspects of our
lives. I positioned students as researchers and writers about life in the community. In this
way, I juxtaposed academic and personal identities, recognizing them as students and as
community members at one and the same time. In this way, I promoted these positions as
overlapping rather than as separate. Additionally, I validated students for creating
positions for themselves within the structure of the conversations within the club,
assigning significance to the positions the students took up. See Chapters 4 and 5 for a
thorough discussion of strategies I employed.
I encouraged the group to take up a collective question about who researches and
writes about the community, why, and how as a response to the call for the development
of school literacy programs that build on the “literacy legacies in students’ communities”
(Gadsden, 1992). This was perhaps the most significant linguistic strategy I employed in
that the question, once taken up by the group, became a macro-framework for the
students’ individual lines of inquiry.
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Findings About How the Structure of the Project Positioned Students
The project provided students with alternative role, social, and power positions to
take up. The primary roles were those of researchers and writers about the community. It
is essential to note that “about the community “is not a tag statement here. It is intrinsic to
the definition of researcher and writer and intrinsic to the positions the project promoted
and made possible. The fact that the students’ research was based in their communities,
that they analyzed aspects of community life, and wrote about their lives in the
community impacted shifts in power relationships within the writing project. This field of
intertextual roles repositioned the students as community members in school. The
structure of the writing project created the opportunity for students to engage in academic
work that assigned social significance to their lives in the community. The students’ roles
as researchers and writers positioned the students to establish role relationships with
various audiences. The audiences the students named explicidy as their readers included
the school, their families, their peers, their communities, and society.
There may have been a shift in power relationships, linked to the role
relationships, based on how the project positioned the students. The students were
engaged in the activity of researching and writing for publication with an audience beyond
the boundaries of the classroom and even the school. The students were writing as part of
a network of similar student ethnographers whose work can be considered as contributing
to both ethnography and education, adding new knowledge to the fields. An example of
the power relationships established can be found in the practice of having community
members sign permission forms, allowing students to publish writing based on their
interviews. The students assumed their authority as researchers through the social
relationships they developed with community members who trusted them to generate a
valid analysis and to represent their perspective in the writing the students did. As they
engaged in the various literacy practices associated with ethnographic inquiry, students
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took up new positions and shifted their identities from low track students to researchers
and writers about the community.
Findings About How Community Literacy Practices Positioned Students
The literacy practices that the students found and used in their reports fall into six
general categories, three of which foreground intertextual substance or content, and three
of which foreground intertextual processes. The three intertextual substance practices
featured in the findings include the importance of (a) reclaiming cultural heritage, (b)
learning history from the community’s perspective, and( c) analyzing experiences around
race. Related to these content-focused practices are three specific process practices, or
strategies for contesting racism and other forms of oppression: (a) asking questions, (b)
collecting and telling stories, and (c) sharing knowledge. The intertextual substance and
processes involved in these practices seem to complement each other and to be in dynamic
interaction. For example, students critiqued culture and learned history from the
community’s perspective by asking questions and collecting stories. As viewed from this
perspective, the knowledge generated is then passed on to others, who learn more and
may then begin to further analyze their experiences of race, possibly resulting in their
asking more questions to deal with the broader social context characterized by racism.
The community literacy practices that the students encountered located knowledge
in the community. Knowledge is accessed by listening to community members’ stories
and asking them questions. For example, Ashton told the students that it is in the
community that “you get your best ideas as a writer”.
Knowledge and education, certain community members argued, must be
approached as always involving cultural constructions of personhood. Knowledge and
education are not neutral. For example, Davidson told the student ethnographers that the
health peer educators:
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... talked about how schools promote racism... through the history
students are taught, through the derogatory things teachers say to students
of color, through standardized tests, through putting students of color in
Special Needs programs.... Our goal is to give students power to do
something about things when things are not right What they are writing
will have an impact... From seeing the play, kids get a sense of what
racism is, how it happens_(Davidson, 1993, p. 59)
The community members described, interpreted, and explained that roles and
relationships between teachers and students and between the content of the curriculum
and the community’s knowledge vary fundamentally at the level of personhood,
challenging school-based knowledge and ways of interacting. Their work with youth,
through the political theater and other community venues, was dedicated to helping
students learn to address issues of personhood as presented to them in the broader social
context, including in school.
Findings About the Wavs Students Took Up Community Literacy Practices As a Means
to Position Themselves and Others
In this section, I summarize the findings related to how students used community
literacy practices to position themselves and their readers. I briefly summarize the literacy
practices they found, then how the students both position themselves and their readers by
taking up these community-based literacy practices. First, I discuss how Sandra
reconstructed her cultural identity, claiming Indian and African roots. I discuss how she
positions her reader by using the community literacy practice of sharing knowledge to
contest oppression by including knowledge she has gained about racism.
The students-as-ethnographers project provided students with opportunities and
reasons for conducting inquiry and composing. The cultural ideology established within
the writing project by the students, facilitator, and community members provided
opportunities for the students to: (a) define themselves as published researchers and
writers who employ community-based strategies for dismantling racism; (b) access
community members as resources for their inquiry; (c) take action to address community
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concerns; and (d) compose ethnographic accounts, using a variety of genres. This is
important because as Street (forthcoming) argues and the findings of this study show,
“Literacy practices have within them certain kinds of identity and personhood.” The rest
of this chapter describes the social, political, cultural, and personal meanings the students
constructed about themselves and others as they took up positions that became available
to them through their inquiry.
The students encountered and then employed a set of community-based literacy
practices that speak to how individuals in their community address issues of personhood,
stemming from the broader social context These community-based literacy practices
served as resources for constructing personhood, or in some cases, reconstructing
personhood.
Reconstructing Culture and Cultural Identity. The finding that each student
employed the community-based literacy practice of reconstructing cultural heritage as a
way of defining herself in relation to the broader social context can be found in the
microanalysis of each student’s conference with Ashton and in the students’ ethnographic
reports. For example, Sandra structured her report as an argument against the prevailing
societal view of music as entertainment, promoting instead the historical African view of
music as a form of communication. Sandra’s account of family members’ reaction at a
reunion to a “song from the grandmother’s homeland” provides a second example of how
she reclaims her cultural heritage. Recall that, at the third writing club meeting, Shanae
pointed to Sandra’s difficulty in having her cultural identity acknowledged among some
of her peers. Sandra’s field notes (see Chapter 5) provide additional data that she pursued
the theme of “tracing one’s roots” across interviews with community members. In the
report, she informs readers about African and Puerto Rican culture, promoting the
importance of such knowledge in interpreting her research question: Does music affect the
way we think and feel about people?
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Learning History From the Community’s Point of View. Beginning with the first
interview with Ashton, community members emphasized the importance of learning
history from the community’s point of view as a strategy for contesting dominant
historical accounts and racist practices within the broader social context. In that first
interview, Ashton elaborated on the importance of learning her family’s history and its
relationship to United States history writ large. She told how she came to discover that
her great-grandfather had established an American Methodist Episcopal church in upstate
New York and how her daughter had then used this information to find further details
about family members* escape from slavery in the United States to freedom in Canada.
Cruz also told the students how she uses knowledge about Puerto Rican history to
establish her identity as a Puerto Rican and to counter ignorance about Puerto Rico. The
students decided to include Cruz’s account in their ethnographic report, thus contesting
the Columbus myth promoted in school. In this way, the students shared knowledge
about history from the community’s point of view with their readers. Sandra used the
strategy of sharing knowledge learned about history from the community’s point of view
in her ethnographic report when she referenced the centrality of the drum within African
and indigenous American society. In response to Ashton’s request that she write a skit in
which an adult and a young person discuss racism, Denise decided to alter the exercise.
She wrote a letter to her teachers, saying she felt she had been denied important
knowledge by not learning about the history and culture of communities of color.
Learning history from the community’s point of view was established in the students-asethnographers project as an important way to deal with the legacy of racism that
characterizes the broader social context.
Analyzing Experiences To Contest Oppression. DeLayne collected stories from a
neighborhood family with whom she sat around the kitchen table. She conveyed in
writing the mother’s analysis about alcohol: “Alcohol doesn’t do a thing but destroy
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you...You drink to try to forget the problem but the problem faces you more so after you
get sober.” (Monson, 1993, p. 17).

Denise analyzed her experiences “as a white

teenager”, taking up a community literacy practice for her inquiry. She wrote about her
process of increasing her awareness about racism and invited her readers to do the same.
Denise wrote: Do you go to many movies and see a person of color be a hero? Or do you
go through a history book and see a lot of people of color be heroes? ...[TJhese lies have
been created...But we whites believe them." (Yothers, 1993, p. 49). This excerpt from
Denise's writing actually combines several community literacy strategies, which was
often the case in the talk and writing done within the writing project.

Summary of Role. Social, and Power Relationships Within the Writing Club
This section began with a detailed discussion of the nature of the literacy practices
and personhood established in the writing project. The study found that the established
field of intertextual semantic potentials was influenced by changes in literacy practices;
these practices led to changes in the students’ definitions of writing, in their views about
themselves as students and as community members, and in their views about life in the
community. Findings were presented about: (a) the linguistic strategies used by the
students, community members, and me to position the students, (b) how the structure of
the project positioned students in particular ways, (c) community-based literacy practices
and how they position people in particular ways, (d) the ways the students took up these
community-based literacy practices as a means to position themselves and others.
The role, social, and power relationships established in the writing project were
constructed as the students, community members and I used linguistic strategies to
position students in roles, to build social relationships while acting in those roles, and to
examine power relationships through their research and writing. In this section, I
summarize the role, social, and power relationships established within the writing project
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and show how these were in dynamic interaction. I discuss each type of relationship in a
subsection below. It is important to stress that the underlying dynamic of the role, social,
and power relationships was that they were constructed in such a way that a field of
intertextual semantic potentials was created. On that particular field there was a great deal
of movement, a constant shifting around. It is important, then, to see the particular field
of intertextual semantic potentials as a charged field with role, social, and power
relationships flowing back and forth, influencing each other.
The roles students took up as researchers and writers were in dynamic interaction
with their reasons for researching and writing. As they took up the roles of researchers
and writers about the community, they established social relationships with community
members who shared an interest in examining similar issues. Some of these social
relationships were new ones. The students met and got to know a number of people
through their roles as researchers and writers. Their roles as researchers were active ones,
in that they needed to meet people they did not know prior to this project, and to establish
rapport with them. The data show they were quite successful in this regard. Additionally,
the students’ social relationships with family members, neighbors, and peers were
impacted positively as the students drew on them as sources of knowledge. The students’
reasons for researching and writing influenced what texts were juxtaposed,
acknowledged, and gained social significance. Which texts are juxtaposed, recognized,
acknowledged, and how the texts are assigned social significance involve power
relationships: who has the authority to interpret which text in what way and what is
accomplished in the doing? What it meant to be a researcher and writer in the writing club
was that the students were engaged in examining various power relationships.
An example from the data, discussed exhaustively in Chapter 5, illustrates the
dynamic interaction among role, social, and power relationships. The reader will recall
that Ashton validated the research the students were doing and the way they were doing
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it Ashton described the role of being a researcher in the community as extending social
relationships with family and neighbors. She told the students to ask questions and collect
stories from people as they sat together "around the kitchen table." Ashton went on to
explain that stories collected "around the kitchen table" often "tell a part of history a lot of
people don’t know about." The researcher’s job is to write about history and culture
from the community’s point of view, thus challenging existing power relationships in the
broader social context.
Role Relationships. The writing project provided the students with the possibility
of taking up the role of researcher and writer in the community. The students’ research
questions focused on problems they confronted in the community: alcoholism and how to
interrupt it intergenerationally; adolescent alienation evident in drug abuse and violence
toward each other, racism as experienced by teenagers; sexism in the media and the effect
on people’s views and actions toward women. The role of being a researcher about the
community created a personal investment because students had the opportunity to talk to
other community members who were interested in addressing shared concerns.
One of the positions created in the project was that of "interviewer." The findings
show that the role of interviewer was important because it placed the student in a high
status position. It was the student who decided which questions were important to ask.
This example shows the fluidity among the types of relationships. The role of interviewer
establishes a different power relationship than is established with a teacher in traditional
school literacy practices. In traditional school literacy practices, it is the teacher who asks
the questions, and the student who is in the position of providing the answer and having
the answer evaluated. In the writing project, the students analyzed the usefulness of the
information gathered from the community members: Did it help the students to better
understand the complex social and cultural processes they were examining? Did the
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community member’s analysis confirm what another community member had claimed?
Did the community member’s response raise new questions for them to pursue?
The role of community members in relationship to the students’ education and
their school differed dramatically from the traditional separation that occurs between
community and school. As described in the above paragraph, the community members
acted as the students’ teachers. Within ethnography, the ethnographer learns from
community members and considers the community members to be teachers about the
community’s ways of life. The community members held a broad view of education,
seeing school as one site of education and a problematic site because of the way students
from the community are treated in school. The role of community members as sources of
knowledge to researchers and writers was explicitly named and described in detail by
Ashton in the students’ first interview session with her. The fact that the students took up
the researcher’s role of learner from the community members is evident in their writing.
As Sandra Veme commented in the final chapter, which presents a description of how the
group did their research: “We wanted to put some of our favorite quotes in the book so
kids can see ...[teenagers’ problems] from other people’s eyes than our own” (Vega
Community Writing Club, 1993, p. 56)
The students took up the role of published writers who had something to say to an
audience. Because they were engaged in writing and literacy activities in a school setting,
the students’ position as published authors led to the construction of a high status. For
example, DeLayne won the writing award for her ‘pod’, receiving a fifty dollar check at
graduation. The role relationships established in the club as the students engaged in
researching and writing about the community repositioned the students as community
members in school who were able to access community knowledge that was assigned
significance within the academic setting. The role of being a researcher and writer about
the community was constructed to be a role of taking action. The students were
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positioned by the structure of the project, by me, by community members, and by
themselves as academics, as serious researchers conducting a systematic and serious
study that was of importance in their lives, in the life of the community, and for the
broader society. Their roles as researchers and writers about the community provided
them with opportunities for creating positions that had previously been unavailable to
them in school.
A significant part of my role as facilitator was to design carefully the project to
create opportunities to bring the students into contact with the community. A description
of the writing project written from my perspective as facilitator-researcher is provided in
Chapter 4, detailing the intertextual links I proposed as I organized and implemented the
project. One of the things I did was to act as a community member concerned with similar
issues as the students and other community members. Additionally, I defined the students
as serious students and community members all at the same time. Chapter 5 and an earlier
section of this chapter provide a report of the linguistic strategies I used to accomplish this
positioning.
Social Relationships. As the students engaged in researching and writing, they
began to build a set of social relationships. The social relationships account, in large part,
for how the activity was sustained. Social relationships were established among the
writing club members, between writing club members and community members, and
included relationships promoted by the students with their readers. Among the social
relationships established within the club were those of neighbor, peer, friend, family
member, youth group member, church member.
The social relationships among the group’s members came to have a particular
meaning. Club membership brought a special group identity, one within which the
students positioned themselves as a collective in which they chose to do more rather than
less academic work, more rather than less writing and in which they chose to engage in
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inquiry, and to do so as part of a team. Every member of the writing club was responsible
for holding the collective memory of the group, helping each other conduct interviews,
and acting as a resource to each other. Not only were they to focus on their own topics,
but also to think about those of the others. The students and I, then, constructed the club
as an ensemble, rather than as a series of solo performances.
The social relationships constructed with community members can be
characterized as built on a sense of affinity. The students’ research provided them with
the opportunity to learn from many community members and to affiliate their research and
writing with community-based researchers and writers who shared an interest in and were
engaged in addressing community problems. The affinity that developed among the
students, the community researchers and writers, and me can be heard over and over
again in the students’ writing. Take, for example, the opening part of one sentence from
Sandra’s field notes: “Irma Ashton told us about her trip to Africa.” The group is
positioned within her records and it reveals Sandra’s affiliation as a member of the group;
Ashton was not talking to the students as individuals. Everybody was listening not just
for information on her own topic but for information on each other’s topics. The students
talked to family members, neighbors, peers, school personnel, artists, youth group
leaders, and community organizers. As they built these social relationships around their
research, the students reconstructed their cultural identities.
The students built social relationships with their readers, positioning their readers
in such a way as to encourage them to engage in dialogue and take action on the issues
about which the students reported. For example, Marielis analyzed adolescent alienation,
naming for teenagers and adults some of the structural factors that needed to change in
order for teenagers to act as if their attending school, staying off drugs, and staying alive
mattered. She argued to adults that jobs are necessary for youth. She argued to
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adolescents that there are youth groups available in the community that could help them to
reposition themselves.
In some cases, the students drew on their social relationships in the community,
sharing a goal to influence an audience. For example, DeLayne built on her social
relationships with a neighborhood family to provide a particular, personal narrative of
how to reform social relationships in a family troubled by alcoholism. Together, DeLayne
and her neighbors were addressing intergenerational issues, hoping to influence their
audience to avoid using alcohol to resolve problems.
An important part of the intertextual field was that the students were involved in
an inquiry process that engaged them in wider dialogue, building social relationships with
other teenagers, who they chose as their primary audience, with adults in the community,
and with the field. This aspect of the social relationships they established has to do with
the nature of knowledge or, epistemology within the writing project. Social relationships
were built to include sharing knowledge gained about personhood as a cultural
construction with family, friends, peers, community members, teachers. For example,
Denise quotes Carlos Vega in her chapter entitled “Racism: A Problem in Riverside”:
“Ending racism has to start at home. It has to start with kids. It has to start with officials.
...Ending racism has to be valued by everyone that’s part of society. We all need to work
at it.” (Yothers, 1993, p. 51)
Power Relationships. Power relationships were present in all writing project
activities and were discussed explicitly with regard to issues of personhood. The students
had the opportunity, and the power, to decide what research questions they wanted to
pursue and they had the power to ask their questions of many people. They each chose to
focus upon a question that examined the violent realities of life in the community:
alcoholism within the family; drug abuse and ensuing violence among teenagers; the way
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women are portrayed in the media and whether this portrayal affects the behavior of boys
who harass them; the violence that is racism.
Power relationships were a major issue implicit in their questions and often
explicitly discussed by the community members in response to the questions the students
asked. Students and community members were defined as analysts of issues of
personhood. For example, DeLayne asked Marsha Davidson if there was a connection
between alcoholism and racism. She responded with an analysis of institutional practices,
detailing ways students of color are discriminated against in school. She went on to make
an analogy between the pressures students of color experience because of institutionalized
school practices and the experiences of American Indians who were pushed off their
lands and “who turned to alcohol to numb the pain.” (conversation with Davidson, April
10,1993). The nature of knowledge within the writing project was located in the
community and, specifically, in contesting the power relationships involved in dominant
discourses about personhood.
The students’ authority as researchers and writers was connected to their reasons
for engaging in the activity. The community members viewed the students as acting for
social justice. The students wrestled with issues of representation in their writing.
Ashton, who met with the students as they worked on writing up their reports, provided
the students with guidance, teaching them about literacy practices from the political
theater. DeLayne, for example, asked how she could write her report “in their place”.
Ashton informed DeLayne of her obligation to convey each person’s perspective with
depth and integrity. I familiarized the students with ethnographic literacy practices that
provide guidance on ethical issues. For example, the neighbors DeLayne interviewed read
her chapter before it was published and gave written permission to her and to me to
include it. This permission was in addition to permission forms that were signed at the
time of the interviews.
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Summary
The role, social, and power relationships established within the writing project
provided new opportunities for the students within a particular field of intertextual
semantic potentials. The field of intertextual semantic potentials has been described along
six dimensions: (1) relationships between literacy practices, personhood, and
intertextuality, (2) the ways in which students* definitions of personhood changed over
the course of the project, (3) the strategies which the students, community members, and
I used to position the students, (4) how the structure of the project positioned students,
(5) how the the community literacy practices positioned people, and (6) how the students
took up the community literacy practices to position themselves and others.
The nature of knowledge or epistemology within the group was located in the
community and accessed in school, constructing the students as community members in
school. An important way to look at these findings is in terms of the dynamic shifting of
relationships. Nothing was static or fixed. Roles, social, and power relationships were
shared to accomplish specific purposes: the reconstruction of culture, history, and
language so as to address issues of personhood as they presented themselves to the
students, as community members, and as ethnographers of their own communities.

The Nature of Intertextuality. Literacy Practices, and Personhood
In this section, I discuss findings derived from the study that regard the
importance of the social construction of intertextuality to the construction of literacy
practices and personhood. The purpose of this section is to discuss the significance of
intertextual relationships to the construction of literacy practices and personhood beyond
this particular project.
As noted earlier, this study examined the usefulness of intertextuality as a social
construction to understand relationships between literacy practices and personhood. The
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findings support the conclusion that it is through the linguistic strategies people use as
they interact that specific sets of literacy practices are established, maintained, and
contested. It was shown, through a microethnographic analysis of intertextuality, how
positions and opportunities to create positions are embedded in literacy practices. The
positions-textual, situational, institutional-and the ways of assigning significance to
them, are the material of people’s intertextual constructions. That is, what it means to be a
person and to take up a particular position embedded within a particular literacy practice is
defined through the linguistic processes people use as they interact. The linguistic
processes people use as they interact establish a particular field of intertextual semantic
potentials. For example, Ashton made an analogy between the students* research and
writing and the way August Wilson conducted his research. In doing so, she repositioned
the location of knowledge as “around the kitchen table” listening to stories told by family
and neighbors. The students found and accessed a set of community-based literacy
practices that speak to how individuals in the community address issues of personhood in
the broader social context. The community-based literacy practices became resources for
constructing and reconstructing personhood.
The problem with traditional school literacy practices is that they employ those of
the broader dominant social context rather than the literacy practices of the students’ home
communities as they relate to the broader social context. Bloome and Egan-Robertson
(1993) have theorized that a person “is acting and reacting in response to other people,
what they have done, what they are doing, and what they will do” even when people are
by themselves. The analytic unit for understanding social interaction as a linguistic
process “is not the individual, but the interaction of a group of people.” The literacy
practices established within the writing project brought together community practices with
school practices in such a way that the students took up new positions and identities as
community members in school.
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This study has shown that there is not a divide between macro- and microcontexts, as is often conceptualized Many scholars discuss macro-level contexts (such as
institutions) as being outside of and larger than the interaction of a group of people. This
study has shown that people constitute institutions. Institutions are created through the
intertextual relationships people construct as they interact It has also shown that to
change institutions involves contesting the legitimacy of the intertextual relationships,
both on the process and substance level, and re-framing the original intertextual
relationships about what it means to be a person in an institutional context as
inappropriate. For example, the community members in this study argued that
personhood as a cultural construction needs to be critiqued explicitly within school
literacy practices in order for schools to become welcoming places for students of color.
Beyond this, the community members used specific strategies to contest the set of
intertextual relationships established in schools. For example, they told stories to students
based on their personal experiences, about how they and their communities were
positioned inappropriately in school texts. In doing so, they contested traditional school
literacy practices and the institutional practices of schooling which surround them. For
example, community members challenged in response to student questions the
institutional practice of tracking students which is based on defining community language
practices as a deficit rather than as a potential asset to learning.
This finding is grounded on the actions students took up as they conducted their
inquiry into aspects of life in their communities. The reactions of the community
members, who shared similar concerns about life in the community, provided the
students with an alternative set of literacy practices which were specifically intended to
contest dominant notions of personhood embedded within the wider social context.
The community members used intertextuality as a process for critiquing
institutions. It is important to note that the community members did not focus on
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critiquing, or blaming, individuals. They specifically saw individuals as reflecting and
refracting institutional contexts within which individual lives are lived. It is the analysis of
these intertextual relationships and the critiquing of the definitions of personhood
embedded within institutional practices that were at the center of the community members’
dialogue with students.
Educational Considerations
This section provides a discussion of some of the educational considerations that
emerged from the study. I outline some of the surprising benefits to engagement with the
community that had not been recognized previously.
As the students engaged as researchers and writers about the community, they
took up positions as community members. As community members, they were able to
access in school community-based strategies available for examining personhood. Part of
what they found as they took up the examination of personhood was that it was a concept
explicitly addressed in the community. Among the benefits was that students were able to
redefine where knowledge is located. The reader will recall that, for example, it was at the
level of epistemology that DeLayne took up a response to the stories Ashton told about
researching and writing practices in the community. DeLayne did this at the first meeting
with Ashton, which occurred within two weeks of the beginning of the project
DeLayne’s inquiry continued to evolve at the level of epistemology. As DeLayne took up
the position of a community researcher and writer, she gained access to and was given
guidance about research methodology, including specific strategies for dealing with
issues of representation. The reader will also recall that DeLayne was defined as a special
education student who had spent many years in substantially separate educational
programs. At the end of the project, DeLayne was redefined as a student, not only within
the writing project (which includes the various community members with whom she took
up her inquiry) but within the school at large. As noted earlier in this chapter, DeLayne
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was acknowledged as a writer within the school and received the writing award at her
eighth grade graduation.
The study found that it was not just the fact that students chose research questions
but also how the questions were framed that was important. West (1993) has stressed the
importance of how discussions about issues of personhood are framed. A significant part
of the frame that was built within the writing project evolved from the collective question
the group pursued about who was researching and writing about the community, how,
and why. This collective research question put the students in contact with people who
were interested in the same issues. These community-based researchers and writers
provided the students with emic, or community, explanations for how local problems or
concerns were connected to broader social, cultural, and historical contexts.
The study suggests that it is important to reconsider knowledge bases for teacher
education. We need to rethink what counts as knowledge, where knowledge comes from,
and who is a knower. These are questions of epistemology, or the location of knowledge,
addressed by the findings of this study. The students’ social relationships with family,
neighbors, and community leaders became the site for academic learning. The literacy
practices within the writing project created opportunities for students to bring together and
merge their community and academic lives as they researched and wrote a book. This
relocation of knowledge impacted the students’ social, cultural, political, and personal
identities in the community and in the school.
For example, DeLayne reported, at our anniversary party a year after the project
came to a close, that her mother frequently asks her to read her chapter, “Going Through
Some Bad Times” (Monson, 1993), to her. Afterwards one of her mother’s recurring
comments is, “How did you do that?” This dissertation attempts to address her question.
I argue that it was by transforming the particular field of semantic potentials that DeLayne
was able to shift her identity for herself, within her family, within her community, and
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among her teachers, from a student with special education needs to a researcher and
writer about the community. DeLayne took the new opportunities made available within
the project to engage in academic work that assigned significance to her mother, her
grandmother, and her neighbors as sources of academic knowledge. In doing so,
DeLayne accessed in school knowledge and knowledge sources that were part of her
community’s culture, history, and language. The repositioning and redefinition that
occurred was a result of the particular field of intertextual semantic potentials established
within the writing project
Summary
This dissertation has shown that relationships between literacy practices and
personhood are made on particular fields of intertextual semantic potentials. The particular
field of intertextual semantic potentials established in the students-as-ethnographers
writing project provided opportunities for the students, community members, and
facilitator to reposition the students. The repositioning that occurred may be attributed to
(a) the linguistic strategies used by the various people associated with the writing project,
including those used by the students, (b) the way the structure of the project positioned
the students, (c) the way the community-based literacy practices the students accessed
positioned people, and, (d) how the students took up community-based literacy practices
as a means to position themselves and others.
It is impossible to separate the students-as-ethnographers project from what the
students learned, felt, and wrote. From the beginning of the project, the students
addressed the issue of personhood. The students found that personhood was explicitly
addressed in the communities in which they did their work and by the people the students
talked to, influencing what and how the students wrote. Students’ research and writing
built on community ways of knowing, problem-solving, and using language and literacy
which were inseparable from taking action against the various forms of oppression faced
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by the students and their communities. What the students wrote reflects the fact that the
ethnographic endeavor itself involves a construction of personhood and a search for
appropriate genres in which to write.
The definitions of personhood which students constructed in their writing were
grounded in their discussions with community members. The students’ questions
provoked the community members to raise several themes and strategies, which include
the importance of: reclaiming your cultural heritage; learning history from the
community’s point of view; analyzing multiple forms of oppression; acting for social
justice through your everyday interactions. The community knowledge students accessed
and gained from interviewing community members challenged school-based knowledge
and ways of interacting. In essence, community members argued that when personhood
is not directly, intentionally, and consciously addressed as a cultural construction in
school, a default definition of personhood is established, one which, by failing to
acknowledge the culture and history of students of color, too often results in their feeling
like strangers in school.
Over the course of the project, students’ definitions of personhood changed. The
students’ ethnographic research can be viewed as a kind of “native anthropology” such as
that called for by Galwatney (1981) and Jones (1988). Rather than exporting knowledge
of a community for use by others, ethnographic research becomes a way for people to
reflect on their own communities by developing a better understanding of the cultural
dynamics in which they live. But the methods and theoretical frameworks that might be
used in a “native anthropology” cannot be merely imported from outside, they must be
recreated. This is what the students did and what they needed to do in order to address
the issue of personhood as it presented itself to them as students, community members,
and as ethnographers of their own communities.
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APPENDIX
ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS

Abbreviations for Participants
IA:

Irma Ashton

AE-R:

Ann Egan-Robertson

MF:

Marielis Flores

SL:

Shanae Lester

DM:

DeLayne Monson

DY:

Denise Yothers

SV:

Sandra Verne

G:

group

Intertextualitv Chart Abbreviations
MAJOR HEADINGS:
PTS:

Participants

STRAT:

Strategies

C-B LIT STRAT: Community-Based Literacy Strategies
within C-B LIT STRAT section:
Reconstructing c/h/1:

reconstructing culture, history, and language

(within chart, particular reconstruction is designated with
C, H, and/or L)
c-o:

contest oppression
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within INTERTEXTUAL DIMENSIONS section:
def.:

defines

r’schen

researcher

c-o:

contest(s) oppression

prop:

proposal

estbs:

establishes

imp:

importance

pers’l exp:

personal experience

mr/e idem.:

multiracial/ethnic identity

ackn:

acknowledge(s)

char.:

characterizing

for participants, see first initials above

Definitions for Linguistic Strategies
Definitions for the community-based literacy strategies, intertextual
dimensions/levels, and the issues of representation and recursivity are provided in
Chapter 3. The definitions provided below are for the interactional strategies/functions of
the intertextuality chan. The definitions are drawn from Bloome’s and Egan-Robertson’s
(1993) work on intertextuality, which builds upon Green’s and Wallat’s (1981) earlier
work.
Definitions that are not included in Chapter 3 are below.
Initiating interaction: starting a conversation
Initiating topic/subtopic: beginning a new topic of conversation or extending a topic
by creating a subtopic
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Bid/Take/Give the floor: “Bid” is to try to get floor, “Take” is to successfully get the
floor, “Give” is to be given the opportunity by another participant to talk
Requesting: asking for information
Informing: giving information
Expressing personal opinion: stating perspective or feelings on a topic
Clarifying: providing additional information on a topic. Clarifying is actually a broad
category in the discussion, I elaborate on the specific function that the
particular clarification serves.
Focusing: intentionally drawing participants’ attention (e.g., “You know”, “Right”)
Agreeing/Validating: agreeing with what another participant has said
Disagreeing: the opposite of agreeing
Ignoring: to pay no attention to the previous speaker’s comment
Setting agenda: raising a topic or issue for discussion, with one person defining what
is to be accomplished
Instructing: providing explicit information on a topic as a way of educating the
addressee(s).
Confirming: validating what another speaker has said. The phrase “You know” is
coded as a way a speaker checks addressees’ understanding. When the
speaker uses “you know” and keeps the floor, you know is an
involvement strategy for emphasizing the conceptual information. It
implies the addressee has personal and community knowledge on the topic
that can be linked to her point.
Performing: a way of reading aloud that Foster (1992) would describe as the “Black
artful way.” It refers to stylistic features of repetition, gestures, call and
response, and meter rhythm/cadence. While these features are stylistic
ones, together they serve the function of rendering a performance. The
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line-by-line discussion provides an explanation of the transformation that
occurs as a result of the performance of a student’s text in this situation.
Other a broad category of less frequently used interactional strategies and functions,
such as backchanneling. In addition, “Other” is marked on the chart when,
for example, a text is being performed, and there are functions being
served that are beyond the interactional categories of the chart.
Procedures: a dotted line is used from the message unit where an intertextual
proposal is made to where that proposal is acknowledged. It is important to be aware that,
given the nature of the intertextual relationships being built in this setting, it is is often the
case that a proposal is not indicated on a particular chart because it happened earlier in the
conversation (prior to the chart segment).
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